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SEE Trade Union Forum

The Trade Union Way to the EU

Meeting of the SEE Trade Union Forum
Sarajevo, 9-10 November 2010
Report, conclusions, and recommendations
Introduction:

SEE Trade Union Forum, with the support of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation – Belgrade Office, the Swedish Trade Unions LO TCO and Norwegian Trade Unions LO Norway, held its seventh meeting on 9-10 November 2010 in Sarajevo, in Hotel Europe. There were 31 trade union leaders and experts from the SEE countries present, representatives of PERC and national sister organizations from Europe, LO Norway - Norway, Director and one representative of FES office in Belgrade, Director of FES Office for BiH, representative of RCC, and personnel of PERC Secretariat. The BWI regional coordinator, and ETUC General Secretary Advisor were present too. The meeting discussed: (1) Trade Union Contribution to Pension System Reforms in SEE countries; (2) European standards in pension system – comparative indicators for SEE countries and Priorities for modernizing pension policies in Europe; (3) Lack of the social dialogue on essential issues and reforms – obstacles in conducting social dialogue; (4) TU national and regional strategies to improve the social dialogue functioning; (5) SEE TU Forum- organizational arrangements for work and managing; (6) Election of the new SEE TU Forum Chair; (7) Conclusions.
List of participants in the Forum is enclosed with this Report.

Although invited, the colleagues from LO TCO, UIL, and RCC informed the organizers on the impossibility to attend the meeting.

Reform of the pension systems in SEE countries

The principal topic of the Forum was the reform of the pension systems in SEE countries, weak or no social dialogue and the avoidance of trade unions in reference with these reforms. Trade unions recognized this problem and suggested to talk about it in the Forum, to design the common trade union strategy for the more active role of trade unions in the reform processes.

Ms. Siri Relling, Lo Norway, presented in the Forum the results of the implementation and the future steps of the Project “TU Contribution to pension system reforms in SEE countries“, which is pursued within the PERC and SEE Office Sarajevo activities. The Project involves legal and economic experts from the trade unions in five countries: CATUS and UGS Serbia, UATUC, NHS and HUS Croatia, CTUM Montenegro, KSS and SSM Macedonia, KSBiH Bosnia and Herzegovina. These TU’s in their Letters of Intent identified their legal and economic experts, who after several regional meetings with the help of EU expert – mentor Mr. Martin Hutsebaut, produced the document on the situation, status of reforms of pension systems in their respective countries, but also the positions and demands of their trade unions in relation to these reforms. Round tables are held in all these five countries, where with the participation of the representative of authorities, employers, IMF, World Bank, and others, trade unions present their positions and demands in which direction these reforms should go. In this way, the trade unions strengthen their position in the process of reforms and impose their demands that such an important reform cannot take place without their participation. Reforms, until the present day, have mainly been conducted based on the model proposed by the governments in SEE, while the international financial institutions played an important role: World Bank and International Monetary Fund. Trade union representatives expressed their dissatisfaction due to the fact that the system of control of collection of contribution does not function, that is, the revenue side for better functioning of the existing pension systems does not enlarge, there are no good employment programs, and the authorities are not ready to seriously engage in the reduction of the labor in informal sector or grey economy. Trade union leaders are aware that the current pensions systems are not sustainable, as the current percentage of employment in relation to the number of pensioners is constantly reducing. It was highlighted that the public companies /state owned/ in majority of the countries are the biggest debtors to the pension funds and the health funds.

At this point, majority of trade unions deal with the matter of pension system reform, which is proposed to take place instantly and without the involvement of the trade unions. The proposed models are unacceptable for trade unions and they pursue various forms of trade union fight. Trade unions of Serbia exert a strong pressure on the government to stop the Proposed Law on pension system, and they are actively preparing to proceed with the referendum on the matter of reform, so that the referendum question would even be to give no confidence vote to the government of Serbia. For a while, there was no mentioning of reform in Montenegro, but in October 2010, a proposal of a new Law on pension insurance appeared, which allowed a very short time for public discussion. CTUM initiated important activities in reference to this matter and exerted pressure on the government. Another trade union central office – UFTUM joined them. They understood that they only jointly may have a success, and that the positions of the trade unions are accepted in this way / transition period of 30 years.

The reform of pension system is in process in both BiH entities, in which under the pressure of IMF and World Bank, amendments to the Law on pension insurance are proposed. Trade unions fight at the entity level but also jointly and they given their proposals.

Ms. Jagoda Milidrag Šmid – UATUC expert in the Project pointed out that there is no universal recipe for the successful reform of the pension system, but also that the issue of pension system reform and reforms of other social policies is the matter which defines the social vision of the society. EU Expert, Mr. Martin Hutsebaut, presented pension systems on several European countries, comparing indicators of those countries with the SEE countries’ indicators. He talked about the modernization of pension systems in Europe. Forum participants took an active role in discussions on this issue, and they assessed this Project as very useful. They also voiced clearly their demands not to allow unjust reform that would increase already huge percentage of the poverty in the SEE countries.

Weaknesses in functioning of the social dialog in SEE countries – how to establish the equal role of trade unions in the process of reform and all other matters:

As the Forum participants talked about the lack or very weak social dialogue in SEE countries in relation to very important matters and reforms, the Forum discussed and proposed to permanently exert pressure on the governments and employers’ associations – to establish the institutional form of social dialogue, in which the trade unions would have an equal role. In majority of the countries, the crisis for running the institutional social dialog through ESC is on its way, and there is no genuine association of employers or it is unclear whom these existing associations represent. There is no functioning ESC in Croatia at this time, in BiH there is no ESC at the state level, yet some kind of social dialogue is pursued within the entity ESC’s. There is no ESC in Kosovo, there is slow process of establishing ESC in Macedonia.
 Forum participants highlighted that no important decision on the matters of reform, amendments to the laws, changes in tax systems, employment strategies, poverty reduction strategies, and other issues can be made without the involvement of trade unions since the very beginning of these processes. It was also highlighted in this context that the SEE trade unions are having crisis, that they deal with themselves, the issues among the trade unions at the national level, that the trade unions are fragmenting, and at the same time the other two partners in social dialogue abuse this situation. That is the reason why it is important to maintain unity among the trade unions, and have unified positions on important matters, which are the subjects of social dialogue.

Anti corruption activities in SEE countries, fighting the grey economy and the reduction of poverty are specific problems, which the trade unions have to face and develop common strategy.

SEE TU Forum- organizational arrangements for work and management; Election of the new SEE TU Forum Chair
Forum has been recognized as the place where the SEE trade union leaders discuss important matters related to the trade union activities, and where they also develop national and regional cooperation, and produce common strategies, and create trade union policies of relevance for the trade union movement.

Given the previous Chair of SEE TU Forum, Ms. Ana Knežević, is no longer in the trade union movement, Forum, following the proposal, appointed Ms. Marija Hanzevacki, NHS, a new Chair.

Forum conclusions:

1. Current implementation of the Project “TU contribution to Pension system Reform in SEE countries“ gave excellent results and contributed to the stronger role of trade unions in the reform processes in the Project participating countries. Project is implemented at the right time, with the application of a good methodology and well‑designed activity plan.

2. Full contribution to the continuation of the Project on the reform of pension systems is given, as it significantly contributes to the strengthening of the role of trade unions at the national level. It is necessary to continue developing regional cooperation among the trade unions at the national and regional level on all the relevant matters. Trade unions will give maximal support to their legal and economic experts to analyze the situation and give expert proposals for the development of the trade union positions on the model of reform, measures and the systems of control, to obtain just and sustainable pension systems in SEE countries.

3. It is necessary to exert every form of pressure to develop and strengthen institutional and genuine social dialogue, with the equal involvement of trade unions in this dialogue. No reforms can be pursued without trade unions, or adopt new or amend old laws, relevant for those the trade unions represent.

4. SEE TU experts of pension system reform shall produce a joint open letter, which will be sent to the governments of the SEE countries, IMF, World Bank, and RCC with the proposal that a Regional conference on pension system reforms in SEE countries be organized in 2011, where the trade unions would present their positions on reforms, and show the governments that the trade unions cooperate and have common answers to some of the questions. 
5. It was proposed that the trade unions engage in other reforms too, such as the reform of health protection, tax system, and the amendments to the Labor law. It is therefore necessary to propose new regional projects.

6. Trade unions should develop common strategy for fighting the corruption, informal economy, poverty, unemployment. It is therefore necessary to use the existing Networks of legal and economic experts, which will prepare analyses of these issues and give proposals for trade union strategies. The ides of TU Action Day against corruption was also mentioned.

7. SEE Trade unions are determined to pursue activities and develop strategies for overcoming the crisis in trade unions, strengthening of unity in trade union movement, better structure and organization, improving the image of trade unions and the awareness of the members. The activities will be pursued through the Forum to develop such trade unions, which correspond to the modern times. FES Office Belgrade expressed its readiness to support such activities.

8. New Forum Chair was appointed: Ms. Marija Hanzevacki – NHS Croatia, already a member of ILO Governing Body and ITUC General Council.
9. It was agreed to hold a new Forum meeting after ETUC Congress, scheduled for May 2011. The next SEE TU Forum will be organized in Autumn 2011.
10. Forum appreciates the assistance and support of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in the organization of regional activities, relevant for the trade unions of SEE. 
Prepared by:
Enisa Salimović
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