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Summary
Since 2010 European economic governance has not only had an impact on the framework for
collective bargaining but also, subsequently, on the power and legitimacy of the unions. European
unions, under attack, are seeking to react through a relaunch of their earlier European initiatives
in favour of a European coordination of national collective bargaining. They are also formulating a
new demand for a European minimum wage. This article argues, however, that in order to
achieve these euro-demands an additional step is needed: transnational social mobilization. On
the basis of the 14N case (14 November 2012 general strike), it analyses how transnational social
mobilization has been increasing in pace and intensity since the onset of the crisis. The article
concludes on the crucial link between transnational mobilization and wage coordination. Both
constitute the first steps in the process of Euro-unionism representative functions on the road
towards a genuine European collective bargaining system, refounded above the institutionalized
social dialogue process.

Résumé
Depuis 2010, la gouvernance économique européenne a eu un impact non seulement sur le cadre
de la négociation collective mais, dès lors, aussi sur le pouvoir et la légitimité des syndicats. Les
syndicats européens, face à cette attaque, cherchent à réagir en relançant leurs initiatives anté-
rieures en faveur d’une coordination européenne de négociations collectives nationales. Ils for-
mulent également une nouvelle revendication relative à un salaire minimum européen. Cet article
soutient cependant que pour pouvoir faire aboutir ces revendications européennes, une dyna-
mique supplémentaire s’impose : la mobilisation sociale transnationale. Partant de l’étude de cas du
14 novembre 2012, il analyse comment la mobilisation sociale transnationale a augmenté en
rythme et en intensité depuis le début de la crise. L’article conclut en soulignant le lien essentiel
entre mobilisation transnationale et coordination des salaires. Ces deux éléments constituent
les premières étapes du processus de mise en place d’une fonction représentative syndicale
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européenne pour aller vers un authentique système de négociation collective européenne, au-delà
du processus du dialogue social institutionnalisé.

Zusammenfassung
Seit 2010 nimmt die europäische wirtschaftspolitische Governance nicht nur Einfluss auf die
Rahmenbedingungen für Tarifverhandlungen, sondern in der Folge auch auf die Macht und Legi-
timität der Gewerkschaften. Die attackierten Gewerkschaften versuchen zu reagieren durch eine
Wiederbelebung ihrer früheren europäischen Initiativen für die europäische Koordinierung
nationaler Tarifverhandlungen. Sie legen ebenfalls eine neue Forderung nach einem europäischen
Mindestlohn vor. Der vorliegende Artikel weist jedoch darauf hin, dass zur Durchsetzung dieser
Forderungen auf europäischer Ebene ein zusätzlicher Schritt erforderlich ist – die transnationale
soziale Mobilisierung. Am Beispiel des europäischen Aktionstages des EGB am 14. November 2012
(’’14N‘‘) analysiert der Artikel, wie die transnationale soziale Mobilisierung seit Beginn der Krise an
Tempo und Intensität gewonnen hat, und schließt mit der Beschreibung der entscheidenden
Verbindung zwischen transnationaler Mobilisierung und Lohnkoordinierung. Beides sind die ersten
Schritte zur Generierung repräsentativer Funktion einer europäischen Gewerkschaftsbewegung in
Richtung eines authentischen europäischen Tarifverhandlungssystems, das sich jenseits des insti-
tutionalisierten Prozesses des sozialen Dialogs neu konstituiert.

Keywords
Wages, Euro-unionism, trade union, collective action, transnational mobilization, coordination of
collective bargaining, European minimum wage, European Metalworkers’ Federation, 14N,
European economic governance, social dialogue

What is happening now is a silent revolution – a silent revolution, moving step by step towards

stronger economic governance. The Member States have accepted – and I hope they have under-

stood this – to grant the European institutions considerable supervisory powers.

José Manuel Barroso, at the European University Institute, Florence, 18 June 2010

Introduction

In 2010, under pressure from the financial markets, the EU and its Member States introduced a new

set of regulations, procedures and institutions that have been called the ‘new European economic

governance’.1 Set up to ensure the effective implementation of austerity policies, this new system

has increasingly shifted decision-making powers from national to European level. This transition

was overseen by the European Council and influenced by the most powerful actors in the inter-

governmental system, in particular the German government. In this article, we will focus on wages,

an issue at the heart of trade union identity and for which the new economic governance system has

created an important paradigm shift, moving ‘from the acceptance of free collective bargaining to

direct political intervention in national bargaining outcomes and procedures’ (Schulten and Müller,

2013: 181).

1 For a detailed analysis of the general framework, see Degryse (2012).
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In a first section, we will analyse how the new system of economic governance, with its mon-

itoring mechanisms and penalties, has an impact not only on the framework for collective bargain-

ing but also on union power and legitimacy. The Commission makes no attempt to conceal this,

underlining the necessity to promote measures ‘which result in an overall reduction in the

wage-setting power of trade unions’ (European Commission, 2012: 103–104).

In this ‘austerity-driven’ context, trade union movements are attempting to respond to changes

undermining the conditions under which they exercise their representative functions. Looking at

the new challenges facing the Union from both a practical and perceptual perspective, we examine

the ongoing ‘tectonic’ shifts and possibilities for European convergence in response to these new

policies. In Section 2, we will analyse how European unions are seeking to react through

(re)launching their earlier European initiatives in favour of European coordination of national col-

lective bargaining and, more recently, through formulating a new demand for a European mini-

mum wage. Reviewing various initiatives undertaken since the 1990s, the idea is better to

understand what instruments can be developed to limit anti-cooperative wage strategies.

Finally, we can confirm today what Gajewska concluded some years ago: ‘prospects for a

collective bargaining at the European level are rather weak for the near future; but this does not

preclude the possibility that unions will engage in contentious actions at European level’

(Gajewska, 2008: 117). Referring to the 14 November 2012 general strike (14N)2 as a very spe-

cific moment in the history of European actions, Section 3 will analyse how transnational social

mobilization has increased in pace and intensity since the outset of the crisis. The article’s con-

clusion highlights the crucial link between transnational mobilization and wage coordination.

Both constitute the first steps in the Euro-unionism representative functions on the road towards

a genuine European collective bargaining system refounded over and above the institutionalized

social dialogue process.

European economic governance interventionism in wage policy: an
attack on the cornerstones of national collective bargaining systems

The past 40 years have seen a massive redistribution of income away from wages and towards cap-

ital, raising the question of what can be done to promote a more equitable redistribution of wealth.

In other words, what kind of trade union strategies need to be developed at national and suprana-

tional levels to counter the policy of wage restraint enforced in Europe?

Wage bargaining in Europe underwent a fundamental turnaround in the 1980s, switching from

productivity-oriented to competition-oriented bargaining. Under pressure from restructuring mea-

sures and the emergence of mass unemployment, many European trade unions have lowered their

wage claims. Bargaining under the threat of endangering national competitiveness, they have

switched their priority from increasing wages to safeguarding jobs. Finally, within the EU, mon-

etarism and competitiveness dogmas have exerted strong political pressure on the concept of

‘wages’, affecting their very nature. How indeed can a wage – a quintessentially political topic –

be reduced to a simple indicator of ‘labour costs’3, i.e. to no more than a factor for reducing infla-

tionary pressure or improving competitiveness?

2 This day is usually called ‘14N’ and refers to ‘15M’ (15 May 2011), the date the Indignant Movement first
started.

3 For an analysis of the policy options implicit in the construction of the EU indicators on employment and
wages, as well as the absence of any expression of social conflict in this construction, see Dufresne (2012).
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Following several decades of wage restraint, today’s European economic governance policy

amplifies this shift to ‘denature wages’. In line with the Economic and Monetary Union (EMU)

policy framework and using the financial crisis as an excuse, European governments have, for the

first time with the emergence of the European economic governance, decided to allow EU insti-

tutions to intervene in the field of wages at national level. The European Semester, an annual Eur-

opean economic coordination cycle introduced in 2010, sees the European Commission analysing

EU Member States’ economic and structural reform programmes in detail and providing them with

a set of recommendations. Via ‘national reform programmes’, EU Member States have then to

align their policies with the objectives agreed at EU level and in line with the targets defined

by the so-called ‘Europe 2020 strategy’ in 2010.

Economic coordination was further developed in November 2011 with the ‘Six-Pack’, an ‘eco-

nomic governance’ package made up of five Regulations and one Directive adopted by the Eur-

opean Parliament and the Council upon a proposal by the European Commission. This package,

supervised by the Commission’s Directorate General for Economic and Financial Affairs, the

national Ministers of Economy and Finance and the ECB, has not only further strengthened bud-

getary orthodoxy, but also extends the European system of constraints to social and wage policies.

The Six-Pack contains an early warning system made up of three elements: an indicator-based

scoreboard, thresholds and in-depth analysis. Member State economies are monitored on the basis

of a scoreboard identifying countries ‘guilty’ of ‘macroeconomic imbalances’ and/or ‘gaps in com-

petitiveness’. As of 2011, the Commission annually monitors each country through ‘economic and

financial indicators’, checking compliance with indicative thresholds. In particular, where wages

are concerned, an indicator showing the percentage change in nominal unit labour cost (ULC) is

used as a measure of cost competitiveness. All eurozone countries are allowed a maximum 9 per

cent ULC increase within a three-year period (12 per cent for non-eurozone Member States).

Should a ‘guilty’ country then fail to comply with the EU recommendations issued at the end of

the monitoring process, it has to pay a financial penalty amounting to 0.1 per cent of GDP. Wages

are thus evaluated for each country using the yardstick of a single criterion, that of competitive-

ness, i.e. unit labour costs exclusively reflect developments in competitiveness.

To understand better EU interventionism over wage policy, it is important to distinguish three

categories of EU Member States4: the first category covers six countries (Greece, Hungary, Ire-

land, Latvia, Portugal and Romania) under international bailout programmes, whose governments

have concluded a Memorandum of Understanding with the troika (European Commission, Eur-

opean Central Bank and International Monetary Fund).5 In these six cases, EU interventions

affected both the current development of wages as well as the structure of collective bargaining.

The troika has demanded significant cuts and subsequent freezes of public sector wages as a way

of reducing public deficits, as well as cuts or freezes of national minimum wages. Finally, supra-

national institutions have pushed for major changes in national wage-setting systems with the aim

of radically decentralizing collective bargaining and greatly restricting the criteria for extending

collective agreements.

For the second category of countries (France, Belgium, Bulgaria, Finland, Italy and Slovenia),

EU attempts to influence national wage policies have up to now been limited to (non-binding)

4 This categorization of the different EU Member States – limited to 2011 and 2012, the first two years of
the European Semester – draws on Schulten and Müller (2013). See also the national monographs from
Romania, Italy, Ireland and Greece included in Dufresne and Pernot (2013).

5 The ECB was not formally party to the bailout programmes in non-eurozone countries, such as Romania.
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country-specific recommendations within the context of the European Semester. Even though

these recommendations are not legally binding, they can become increasingly compelling when

combined with the ‘Six-Pack’ alert mechanism, which includes an automatic procedure for impos-

ing financial sanctions.

The third category covers those Member States at the ‘top of the class’ (Germany and Sweden in

particular), for whom recommendations are softer.

Even when apparently moderate, the recommendations issued to governments explicitly aim to

undermine collective bargaining, particularly in countries belonging to the first category, under the

tutelage of international money lenders.

As stated by Clauwaert and Schömann (2012: 14), ‘These reforms of collective labour law will

definitely weaken trade union representation and action at all bargaining levels ( . . . ). They affect

the very structure of trade unions as well as their institutional means of protecting and representing

workers.’ Increased European economic integration, further boosted by the pretext of the crisis,

appears to have led to a convergence in national collective bargaining methods, resulting in a

model in which the role played by unions is increasingly restricted.

One reason for this is that, under the Treaty, no possibility is foreseen for creating a legal

framework at EU level for European collective bargaining or an upward harmonization of

wages. In the Maastricht Treaty, the question of pay was totally excluded from EU compe-

tence under Article 137(6) (now Article 153(5) TFEU), as if it would be out of the question

to imagine that demands for higher wages – the unions’ prime tool for redistributing wealth –

could be coordinated at European level. Nonetheless, this is precisely what a number of

unions have been striving to achieve over the last 20 years, as we will see in the next section

when we look at specific initiatives and demands to create a more forceful European wage

policy model.

Wage policy, at the heart of Euro-unionism

Historically, trade unions’ raison d’être has always been the struggle for better pay, even if this

obviously sees them taking action on many other issues (such as hiring, qualifications or working

conditions). Their specific role, then, is to prevent real wages from falling while imposing limits on

working hours. At European Union (EU) level, however, the topic of wage claims has long

remained a blind spot, Euro-unions6 being fully engaged in the consultation and negotiation pro-

cedures of European social dialogue, which specifically include not being able to raise the question

of pay.

Since the advent of the European economic governance and the ‘new European wages norm’

imposed by the Commission and the ECB, the ETUC has faced a dilemma: either to Europeanize

wage policy to avoid a downward spiral or to stick to Article 153(5) and prevent the economic

actors of the EU using the opportunity to drive a downwards European wage policy.

An important question is contained within the first part of the dilemma: after decades of wage

restraint and more recently the EU attack on wages, could European trade unionists invent new

strategies to revive their traditional role of defending wages? Is it possible for them to free them-

selves from the battery of constraints imposed by the EU?

6 Euro-unions are the different European trade union structures: the European Trade Union Confederation
(ETUC) at cross-industry level, the European industry federations (EIFs) at sectoral level, and the Eur-
opean Works Council at company level.
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I will again be providing a historical perspective to examine the transnational construction of

wage claims: from the coordination of collective bargaining to the European minimum wage.

Coordination of national-level collective bargaining

The starting point for wage coordination initiatives dates back to the launching of the EMU in

1993, and the growth of international competition. The various initiatives all share an overall ideo-

logical function, i.e. the short-term goal of fighting wage dumping, and the longer-term goal of

building up sufficiently robust coordination between the unions to negotiate European collective

agreements. However, motivation for these initiatives differed greatly, depending on the level con-

cerned (cross-border or EU-wide, sectoral or cross-sectoral) and the particular period in which they

were launched7.

At sectoral level, the Europeanization of collective bargaining follows two paths: union initia-

tives can be either cross-border (launched for instance by three- or four-country interregional union

networks), or at Community level within European Industry Federations (EIFs). The focus in this

article will be on the latter, and more specifically on the European Metalworkers’ Federation

(EMF), a pioneer in this respect.8

The method of coordination used by the EMF is based on a policy process linking the national

and EU levels to implement common standards. It can be broken down into the following three

phases:

a) Once a formal structure (coordination committee) has been set up, the first phase consists of

an exchange of information with a view to comparing national collective bargaining systems (on

wages and working time in particular), and establishing personal contacts between union staff from

the different Member States.

b) Then, once a strategy has been developed, the second, tricky phase focuses on drawing up

common criteria to be formalized in policy documents (wage norms and/or minimum social stan-

dards). The EMF has led the way by establishing the following wage norm:

The criteria for determining claims for pay increases and improving ‘qualitative’ aspects are

inflation and productivity (the ‘redistribution of profits’ component and the emphasis on the auton-

omy of collective bargaining at national level disappeared between the first and the second drafts

of the proposal, i.e. between 1993 and 1998). It can be seen that the advocated wage policy is based

on productivity and is neutral in terms of competition and costs, and thus in terms of redistribution.

The policy explicitly refrains from action on wage discrepancies between countries within Europe,

with its primary goal being to avoid ‘a wage policy oriented towards further redistribution of

income in favour of capital gains’ (EMF, 1998: 3). It thus clearly diverges from the standard pro-

posed in the recent Pact for the Euro, which requires the signatory governments to adopt measures

ensuring that increases in nominal wages be consistent with productivity gains: here, inflation

ceases to be a wage determinant, thereby encouraging redistribution in favour of capital.

7 For a detailed analysis of the history of coordination of collective bargaining, see Dufresne (2011).
8 Since the beginning of the 1990s, and following in the steps of the EMF, seven other Federations have

created collective bargaining coordination structures: EFFAT (Food, Agriculture and Tourism), EMCEF
(Mine, Chemical and Energy), EFJ (Journalists), EFBWW (Building and Woodworkers); EPSU (Public
Service Workers), ETUF-TCL (Textiles, Clothing and Leather), UNI-Europa (Services and Tele-
communications). It is important to note that the EMF, EMCEF and ETUF-TCL merged on 16 May 2012
to become industriALL (see Dufresne, 2013). For details about the different approaches of these European
trade union federations, see Platzer and Müller (2011).
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c) The third and final phase of the process is connected to the first two phases (comparison of

national collective bargaining systems and definition of common criteria – leading to proposed wage

norms) and consists of an ex post assessment of the outcomes of national bargaining rounds on the

basis of these common criteria. The wage ‘norm’ is thus intended to be used as a tool for monitoring

the actual results obtained at national level and not as a tool for guiding ex ante wage bargaining.

However, a detailed analysis of the process launched by the EMF reveals an interesting contra-

diction, which appears also across the different sectors following such a process. Though some

EIF-affiliated unions follow a bottom-up approach, working together to draft common declarations

in their collective bargaining coordination committees (CBCCs), these declarations have no expli-

cit effect on their respective national bargaining rounds. For the most part, the documents they pro-

duce appear to remain mere declarations of intent. Why are they not put to use? And why are the

rules developed used more for analytical purposes than as a political tool? In other words, what are

the obstacles to wage coordination?

Obstacles to wage coordination
Most of the literature identifies the attachment of trade unions to the national sphere, based on

established access to decision-making at this level. This attachment has been considered an obsta-

cle to genuine engagement at European level (Martin and Ross, 2001). Decisions regarding com-

mon objectives require a de facto delegation of sovereignty from national organizations to a

European-level coordination committee. An essential element for stabilizing and developing a con-

nection between union organizations at both national and Community levels therefore relates to the

confidence that each of the national organizations has in its supranational union structure (EIFs or

ETUC). The creation of a strong inter-union fabric would enable national branches and confedera-

tions gradually to agree to hand over their sovereignty to supranational bodies in exchange for a

European mandate.

In addition to the sovereignty issue, the question of heterogeneity also comes to the fore. In

their Europeanization, trade unions seem unable to get beyond a stage of ‘regulating diversity’

(Gollbach, 2000) with regard to both bargaining levels and topics. For example, in multi-

employer collective bargaining systems, negotiations are essentially conducted by unions and

employer organizations, whereas in single-employer systems, they take place between unions, staff

representatives or individual workers and the company. In the central and eastern European coun-

tries (CEECs), collective bargaining structures are weak and decentralized, limiting union control

Wage determinants Distribution margin

Inflation Pay increases
(At least above the inflation rate, and as
productivity-oriented as possible)

Productivity
Improving the qualitative aspects of
work

(Training, reduction inworking hours,
gender equality)

‘Redistribution of
profits’ component*

Diagram 1. EMF proposal for a wage norm.

Source: Personal diagram based on EMF resolutions (EMF, 1993, 1998).
*This determinant only appears in the 1993 proposal.
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over wage formation processes. The topics addressed and the duration of collective agreements

also vary widely between countries. These structural differences make data collection and compar-

ison difficult.

Furthermore, if the heterogeneity of bargaining systems and practices in the various Member

States undoubtedly constitutes an obstacle to their coordination, another important barrier is cur-

rently deterring their evolution. The macroeconomic framework imposed by the EMU and inten-

sified by the European economic governance has contributed to the erosion of national collective

bargaining systems. The expansion of the low-wage sector has similarly led to a decline in union

bargaining power with regard to overall wage determination, while the strong trend towards decen-

tralizing wage formation has become even more pronounced since the onset of the crisis (Glassner

and Keune, 2010), making a comparison of the wage increases obtained in sectoral agreements all

the more difficult (Glassner and Pochet, 2011). All these changes have had an impact on unions’

ability to coordinate collective bargaining systems at a transnational level. The trends described

here are particularly marked in Germany, where a decade of German wage restraint (2000–

2010)9 prevented any attempt to coordinate wage increases in Europe during this period.

Since 2011, however, the wages strategy followed in Germany has allowed for the idea of an

upward wages coordination policy to emerge.10 Decentralized seminars were organized in this

connection in 2011–2012 by the ETUC collective bargaining committee coordinator in the differ-

ent Member States. The national trade union organizations, however, do not appear to have been

receptive to the message of union coordination being even more of an imperative when faced with

the takeover of wage-related issues by European economic governance. Trade union strategies ini-

tiated 20 years ago and coordinated around accepted wage norms have not always proved condu-

cive to developing a ‘solidaristic’ wage policy. Euro-unionism has not managed to provide itself

with a united strategy for strengthening the institutions responsible for collective bargaining in the

specific national contexts.

Last but not least, the failure of wage bargaining coordination policy can also be ascribed to its

technocratic nature. The coordination initiatives take place in working groups where representa-

tives from various countries and experts specialized in European matters prepare EIF/ETUC posi-

tions. These actors act as constant mediators between the national and European levels: the

Europeanization of union structures is thus limited to a small group of people passing information

back and forth. The members of this small circle often know each other and have long experience

of European institutions and a good knowledge of European social issues and networks (Wagner,

2005; Dufresne and Wagner, 2015). As a result of their trajectories and positions, trade unionists

involved in these groups often tend to lose touch with grass-roots activism. In fact, one of the rea-

sons why the wage coordination rule did not work as a mobilization tool was that it was never –

apart from a few exceptions – mentioned in any national bargaining rounds (Erne, 2008).11 This

9 For a detailed explanation of the moderate wage development in Germany in the last decades, see
Lehndorff (2011); and Schulten (2013); and more generally concerning the response of the German
labour movement to the crisis, see Bieler and Erne (2014).

10 More recently, in July 2014, the German parliament adopted a new law strengthening collective bar-
gaining autonomy (Stärkung der Tarifautonomie). This introduces a statutory minimum wage and
stronger political support for sectoral collective bargaining through a reform of the extension
mechanism. This new legislation has great potential to promote a more expansive and solidaristic wage
policy, though evidently dependent on actors’ willingness to use these new wage institutions (Schulten
and Bispinck, 2014).

11 Erne confirmed the failure of European wage coordination by discussing its implementation in different
countries (case studies for Germany, France and Italy).
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seems to be in line with a trend characterizing contemporary polities; namely a preference for tech-

nocratization to the detriment of distinctive political stances. Nevertheless, in the face of author-

itarian control being exercised by economic actors over EU wages, the union debate is now

focusing on devising a rule for establishing a European minimum wage.

The European minimum wage: better than nothing? Or a dangerous option?

Could the European minimum wage, as a second-best or better as a complementary option for the

coordination of collective bargaining, be a starting point for defining wage trend norms within the

EU? Or would it, instead, be a dangerous option with the potential to lower existing minimum

wage levels?12 We will quickly go through the history of the European minimum wage.

German trade unionists, campaigning for a cross-sectoral minimum wage in their own

country since 2004, have been the driving force behind the European minimum wage. This

European-level demand first appeared as a promising issue at the Seville ETUC Congress

of May 2007, receiving support from delegates from two other major countries, France and

the UK, as well as from the European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU). But the

delegations from Italy and Scandinavia, where minimum wages are negotiated at sectoral

level, categorically refused to follow this path, fearing that it would mean handing over union

power – which is based on unions’ bargaining capacity – to the state. They vetoed any

demand for a European minimum wage.13 More generally speaking, the opposition front

feared generating downward pressure on wages.

Given these numerous differences of opinion, the ETUC’s May 2011 Athens Congress saw little

progress being made on this issue, with the same unions sticking to their initial positions. The

ETUC decided to propose a wage floor in each Member State (without specifying the conventional

or statutory status of this floor). In the context of the crisis and under pressure from EU authorities,

a restrictive minimum wage policy became part of the package in the overall austerity programmes

adopted by Member State governments (see Schulten, 2012).14

This context led trade union organizations finally to take a decision on a specific wage floor.

In its ‘Social compact for Europe’ (June 2012), the ETUC declared not only that ‘the statutory

minimum wage, in those countries where trade unions consider it necessary, should be increased

substantially’ but also that, ‘all wage floors should respect Council of Europe standards on fair

wages’. These rules define a minimum wage as being between 50 per cent and 60 per cent of the

national median wage.15 Now that this principle is on the table, each affiliate can decide how it

uses it.

12 For a European overview of minimum wages, see Schulten et al. (2006); IRES (2006); Kampelmann et al.
(2013) and also the updated WSI data bank on minimum wages: www.wsi.de/mindestlohndatenbank

13 An interesting report from the Norwegian institute FAFO discusses the arguments against a European
minimum wage from a Nordic point of view. See Eldring and Alsos (2012).

14 Various monographs in Dufresne and Pernot (2013) highlight restrictions of or cuts in minimum wages,
particularly in Greece, Romania and Ireland. The most far-reaching intervention so far has been in
Greece, where the troika decreed a massive 22 per cent reduction in the minimum wage (32 per cent for
young workers under 25) as of February 2012. In other countries like Latvia and Portugal, as well as in a
more informal way in Spain, the troika exerted pressure to freeze the national minimum wage. For more
details, see ILO (2011).

15 The median wage corresponds to a wage level where half of a country’s workers are paid below it, whilst
the other half are paid above it.
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Given that current legal minimum wage levels range from 36 per cent to 62 per cent of

the median wage – corresponding respectively to €1.95 in the Czech Republic and €9.50 in

France – this European rule would produce a relative pay rise in the former but could present

a threat to national minimum wage levels by promoting a downward harmonization in France

for instance. With the introduction of a floor of €8.50, the German level will constitute 51 per

cent of the median wage, at the bottom limit of the new European rule, but below the ‘low wage’

threshold (€9.14).16

The introduction of a statutory minimum wage in Germany has a highly symbolic value in Eur-

ope. Even if its effects are still difficult to estimate, the new German minimum wage creates an

important paradox: ‘although, in principle, collective bargaining autonomy prevents state interven-

tion in areas of trade union and employer organization responsibility, the sustainability or conso-

lidation of the system no longer appears possible without state intervention’ (Bahnmüller, 2011, in

Hege, 2012). The way in which the role of the state is evolving in Germany’s collective bargaining

system will have broader repercussions in terms of reconfiguring power between the different

parties. This will obviously be the case in Germany but also in neighbouring countries and on

a European scale.

Though there is a tendency towards standardizing national collective bargaining systems, cre-

ating a model where the role of trade unions is increasingly reduced, the articulation between

bargaining (monitored today at EU level) and collective mobilization has to be revisited. To

apply political pressure at the appropriate level, new forms of transnational mobilization will

be needed.

An impetus for transnational mobilization

Given the above-mentioned reconfiguration of power, collective transnational mobilization is

essential for constructing a forceful wage policy. Indeed, the whole point of European-level

coordination is to promote the creation of a European industrial relations system in which col-

lective bargaining is based on the recognition of the autonomy of bargaining parties. This auton-

omy is an absolute prerequisite for any negotiations. Lowell Turner (1996) has shown that

transnational cooperation develops via networks (the CBCCs in this instance) and new institu-

tions (in this case, the ETUC and EIFs) set up by structures belonging to already existing orga-

nizations. But he noted that, in the long term, the effectiveness of such structures is dependent on

popular mass demands or protests.

Austerity as an accelerator of European actions

Although cruelly lacking in the last decades, transnational social mobilization has somewhat

increased in pace and intensity since the onset of the crisis. On 5 April 2008, the ETUC mobilized

30,000 unionists from all over Europe, staging a Euro-demonstration in Ljubljana (Slovenia) in

support of two demands: improved pay and purchasing power, and a more equitable distribution

of profits. It was the first Euro-demonstration concerning wages.

16 Angela Merkel announced on 28 November 2013 that the CDU-SPD coalition agreement regarding the
introduction of a statutory national minimum hourly wage of €8.50 (gross) would come into effect on 1
January 2015. It has since been confirmed by the adoption of the Law on strengthening collective
bargaining (see above).
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ETUC Secretary General, John Monks, subsequently forcefully asserted that ‘anger and real

determination are guiding this demonstration. The ETUC’s absolute priority is to obtain fairer

wages for workers throughout Europe’. This demand marks a clear reorientation away from the

previous ETUC list of demands focused mainly on employment and appeals for a Social Europe

and/or references to European citizenship.

In addition to this thematic reorientation, the pace of European trade union action gained

further momentum from autumn 2010 onwards, with the ETUC responding to the various

introductory stages of European economic governance. Whereas ETUC’s previous ‘cruising

speed’ had been one or perhaps two European actions a year, nine were organized between

September 2010 and November 2012. Every new austerity measure introduced was met by

a series of European actions. A decentralized European Day of Action (24 March 2011)

followed the conclusion of the Pact for the Euro, a Franco-German initiative of Nicolas

Sarkozy and Angela Merkel in March 2011; a joint Franco-German trade union statement

was published on 22 March, and, at a European level, a number of Euro-demonstrations

took place over several weeks: Budapest (9 April), Luxemburg (21 June) and Wroclaw

(17 September).

The ETUC Athens Congress (May 2011) can also be seen as an important moment in the

rising awareness of the shift occurring in the EU. Congress contributions and its final text

highlight a perception of the dangers and a new determination to fight in the European trade

union movement. John Monks, the outgoing Secretary General, described the Pact for

the Euro as ‘unacceptable’, whilst an official resolution rejected the ‘Six-Pack’ being prepared

at the time (ETUC, 2011a). Congress contributions revealed the existence of a widely shared

rejection of permanent austerity and the governance institutions established to enforce it.

These heated declarations, however, were not accompanied by any protracted or enhanced

coordination, and the strategic debate was paralyzed by persisting differences regarding

demands for a European minimum wage (see above, for an example). The ETUC was aware

that the protests undertaken were clearly not enough to meet the challenges it faced. This is

why it stated it had to ‘strengthen its ability to take action at a transnational level, so that it

can meet the challenges created by economic governance. We will fight to include the con-

cept of the ‘‘transnational strike’’ in European legislation’ (ETUC, 2011a). As concerns the

Treaty on Stability, Coordination and Governance (TSCG), an ETUC statement of 25 January

2012 stated that ‘the ETUC opposes the new treaty’. This is historically unprecedented and

illustrates a very strong shift within the ETUC to demonstrate its autonomy vis-à-vis Eur-

opean institutions. It breaks with the previously held opinion that any kind of progress

towards integration is inherently positive. Since then, the ETUC has adopted a more aggres-

sive approach, moving closer to exploring a position in which the balance of power is influ-

enced by collective action. This ability to take joint action would experience a qualitative leap

forward with the European Day of Action called for 14 November 2012 (Dufresne and Gobin,

2013; Helle, 2015).

14N 2012, a new form of transnational collective action?

Euro-unionism distinguishes three types of European actions: Euro-demonstrations in one specific

place (mainly in Brussels); Euro-strikes, simultaneous work stoppages in various countries; and,

last but not least, European action days, where events are organized in all EU Member States

on the same date. The substance and scale of these events are left up to the respective national trade

union confederations, as was the case on 14 November 2012.
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14N was a very specific moment in the history of European actions, being the first time

that such a day of action was transformed into a transnational strike covering different sectors.

The day saw simultaneous strike action in six EU countries. Although this kind of transna-

tional strike had already occurred at sectoral level17, it was unprecedented at a cross-

sectoral level.

The action taken that day took different forms and was carried out to significantly varying

degrees in around 20 of the countries involved. The action advocated matched the respective

national trade union and socio-economic contexts, as well as the stringency of the measures

adopted in the austerity plans. In this context, three categories of countries can be identified

according to the kind of action used by their trade union organizations: a general strike; mass

demonstrations or symbolic action and/or messages of solidarity.

The first category consisted of trade unions from southern Europe (Spain, Greece, Italy

and Portugal), which, for the first time in their history, simultaneously called a general

strike18: a 24-hour general strike in Spain and Portugal, where the level of support for the

action was the highest since the advent of democracy, and three four-hour strikes in Greece

and Italy. In Greece, the GSE and ADEDY call focused on a three-hour strike, since a 48-

hour general strike had been called the previous week (Karakioulafis, 2013). In Italy, the

CGIL called a four-hour strike involving 50 per cent of workers. All these strikes were

backed up by decentralized demonstrations and actions in many cities in the countries

involved.

In the second category of countries, including France and central and eastern European coun-

tries, demonstrations took place. In France, five trade union confederations (CFDT, CGT, FSU,

Solidaires and UNSA) organized about 100 rallies and demonstrations. In central and eastern

Europe, demonstrations were organized in major cities in Poland, the Czech Republic, Romania

and Slovenia.

Finally, the commitment of trade union confederations to this European Day of Action in major

northern European countries such as Germany, the Netherlands, the United Kingdom and Sweden

was smaller in terms of the numbers mobilized and was restricted to rallies and/or messages of sol-

idarity with southern European countries while, as in the case of Germany, denouncing the social

regression in their country.

The organizations involved made extensive use of the material provided by the ETUC,

helping to promote unifying pan-European slogans on the common theme of austerity and its

social repercussions. Despite the varying degrees of action taken in the different European

countries, 14N was important as it constituted a specific stage in the development of common

transnational trade union perceptions and identities. Nevertheless, despite the importance of

the 14N transnational mobilization, it remains a fact that more generally the increasingly large

mobilizations were mainly organized at a national level and took little account of the planned

ETUC programme of action. Though the protests targeted the effects of European-level pol-

icies at national level, for the most part they did not involve a transnational dimension. In

Greece, for example, the many strikes called in the country accorded only secondary impor-

tance to the European Days of Action, the subject of only collective protests or brief rallies.

17 For example, European-level sectoral strikes in such sectors as textiles (1980), railways (1992 and 1998)
and the victorious dockers’ strike (2002–2003). For the latter, see Decoene (2007). For more details
about the transport sector, see Hilal (2008).

18 In Belgium, there were also many work stoppages in Brussels and Wallonia but without any call for a
general strike; in Lithuania, only the transport sector in the capital stopped work.
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This was also the case in Romania, where many demonstrations were organized in autumn

2012 but where N14 went unmentioned.

Conclusion: transnational mobilization and wage coordination, first
steps towards genuine European collective bargaining

The trade union movement in Europe is certainly at a turning point in its history, faced by a barrage

of unbridled economic neoliberalism. European economic integration appears to have effectively

led to a tendency towards a significant weakening of national collective bargaining systems (espe-

cially, but not only, in southern, central and eastern European countries) and a minimalist model in

which the role of unions is shrinking. This in turn requires a rethink of trade union representation at

European level with regard to autonomy and integration.

Generally, the approach used in generating trade unions’ representative functions can be

broken down into four stages. Drawing up demands is the starting point as this allows for

identification with the group’s objectives of ‘taking collective action’. The second stage

involves generating support (for the demands) and encompasses all forms of mobilization.

The following stage, the actual bargaining, is even more intense because the previous

phases (demands and generating support) are already under way. The final stage, the result,

concludes a cycle of trade union practice and begins the next stage. The first two phases

stem from the trade union’s autonomous function and the two last stages, from putting the

integration process to the test. The need to control all aspects of the process encapsulates

this combination of autonomy and integration, with the ‘dialectic’ translating the fundamen-

tal ambivalence of trade unionism.

Rethinking the approach to generating European trade union representative functions at a Eur-

opean level also involves an examination of the conditions involved in creating a European system

of industrial relations with collective bargaining based on the political recognition of the different

parties’ autonomy. This system will have to be recast outside the social dialogue carried out at

institutional level since the Maastricht Social Protocol, which specifically excludes the right to

strike and freedom of association at a transnational level from the Community’s scope (today’s

Article 153(5) TFEU). In the current legal context, the Euro-unions, transformed into ‘co-legisla-

tors’, are effectively left without either legal or practical means (the ability to mobilize) to support

their claims.

The first stage in drawing up European-level demands can take place in the collective bar-

gaining coordinating committees, which provide a space for expounding union ideology; an

autonomous space that could provide the environment for activating mobilization. European-

level demands should consist both of those already elaborated in previous collective bargaining

rounds – i.e. a European minimum wage or a European wage norm for use in coordinating col-

lective bargaining – and new ones, such as European-level wage indexation or the strengthening

of collective bargaining. This strengthening could be rooted in specific national traditions and

extended to a number of other countries.

Introducing such rules could provide an important incentive for collective European-scale

mobilization and reciprocity. Indeed, the second stage of the representative process (the gen-

eration of support, in this case transnational mobilization) is not a linear consequence of

developing demands as it can also be a part thereof. In this connection, two trade union chal-

lenges subsequently appear: on the one hand, the Europeanization of mobilizations involving

national and European scale, and on the other, a broader alliance with other elements in social

movements. With regard to the second challenge, collective transnational mobilizations have
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already existed for a number of years, in alliance with the social movements (Bieler and Lind-

berg, 2010) in different national areas as well as at European level.20 The goals of these

movements can be compatible with or indeed combined with those of the trade union

movement.

The effectiveness of European trade unionism is dependent on its ability to combine two dimen-

sions: the dynamics provided by the social movement and a presence in institutional arenas. This

does not involve counterbalancing these two rationales but instead combining them to build the

conditions for genuine European collective bargaining. This would involve coordinating collective

action initiated at a European level with action conducted nationally. This scenario would boost

unions’ legitimacy as regards supranational wage setting and avoid a situation in which wages are

left in the hands of European economic actors (ECB, European Commission, IMF).
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