EUROPE: 20 Years of Transformation. What next?

Vienna, 15-17 September 2010
Kari Tapiola

I shall try to cover what I believe are the key aspects of trade union 
transformation in the last two decades. Those who know me know that I usually 
try to be diplomatic. I shall try not to be provocative in any unintended way. If 
you think that I am provocative on some issues, it is quite intentional.

In the 1990s we had to at least in one respect openly recognize that priorities and modalities of trade unions in Central and Eastern Europe and the rest of the world differed. This was on the question of multinational enterprises. We held in Prague in December 1995 a joint meeting of the ICFTU’s Coordinating Committee for CEE and the ICFTU/TUAC Working Party on Multinational Enterprises. The meeting had to recognize the obvious: while elsewhere the focus was on gaining and strengthening control over the multinationals, in the transition countries there was a special need to promote foreign direct investment.

For CEE trade unions, FDI was a welcome source for renewal. It represented real (and not imitated or imagined) capitalist management systems, and could provide an opportunity to reform labour-management relations and put them on a functional footing.

In the labour relations sense indigenous privatisation was shadow boxing. “New” managers, who generally were former officials, had little experience on how to run genuine labour and social relations based on recognizing end reconciling divergent interests. Generally they had no inclination to even think in this manner.  Trade unions had no basis to adapt to a role they knew little about, and more often than not they were not even invited to discuss the inevitable changes about to take place. The command economy mentality remained strong. Combined with shock therapy prescriptions, in many cases it produced a form of market bolshevism.

It might have been helpful if the different context of the CEE trade unions in the circumstances of transition had been recognized in a number of other cases than FDI as well. For instance, while the traditional trade unions had no real experience of entrepreneurship and corporate practices in a market economy, they had been deeply involved in the provision of different social services. 

What was not understood, and definitely not made use of, was that in the former East there were cradle-to-grave welfare states where the provision of key social benefits was assigned to enterprises and, within them, trade unions. The decisive difference that they had with the Western European social model was the lack of democracy and entrepreneurial rights. The system did not work to distribute the fruits of growth; instead it became a mechanism for sharing scarcity. It certainly did not work to promote a pioneer spirit for a Great March towards capitalism and happiness in a universal market economy.
With transition, the services delivery system of the old trade unions became obsolete. Its agents were left confused and unsupported. It might have been better if at that time, the local trade union leaders had been recycled into personnel managers. Of course it can be questioned whether this would have served social justice, given the transmission belt and the “whip of the Party” role of the old unions. Those who were within the system found it difficult to relate to the changes; those (in the new unions) who had concentrated on fighting against the system had difficulties in accepting that certain parts of it could actually be useful for transition, too. 

This, of course, would have called for a reflection on the extent to which the union leaders represented the workers vis-à-vis management or the other way around – and also the possibilities of remedying the situation by clarifying the respective roles of workers’ representatives and management. This remains one of the key questions in the debate on labour-management relations in China today.

There are many explanations regarding what went wrong with the trade union system. Many of them are true, but they are not complete, and they have the rather human tendency to allocate the blame to others.

One favourite explanation is that anti-unionism was inherent in the transition, and it remains a key feature of neo-liberal policies. Multinational and privatized (or otherwise emancipated) national entrepreneurs preferred to have no unions instead even of the rather docile old ones, who wanted to survive, or the new ones who wanted to gain ground and share in the growth. Yet both types of unions were inclined to cooperate rather than revolt against the notion of change.
It must also be remembered that neo-liberalism has been more driven by politicians than businesses. Up to this day, some political leaders in CEE believe that social dialogue is an impediment to foreign investors. This is actually what a Prime Minister of a CEE country said to me exactly two years ago. At the same time, for serious investors and business leaders, political stability, the development of local markets and predictable economic and fiscal policies were, and continue to be, much more important factors than wages or trade union policies.
Another explanation is based on the low degree of general public interest there was in union functions with their communist-era connotations (although Solidarnosc had shown the potential of trade unions to take action for change). In any event, trade unions did not deliver higher wages or other benefits associated with transition. They were delivered (and seen to be delivered) by the employers, and the unions could not provide security in either a new or an old way.

In addition, there was a lack of efficient institutions to promote collective negotiations and social dialogue. The market was supposed to provide good things for all. With this expectation, there was little political pressure to focus on protecting workers’ rights – especially in new activities on which the hopes for transition were built. Existing laws protected (and sometimes overprotected) labour rights on paper anyway. 

Instead of conscious anti-unionism, it may be more appropriate to say that there was – and still is – a strong trend of “post-unionism” where no clear place is assigned to workers’ representation.

Why were the trade unions, new or transformed old, not capable of better establishing their role? Some elements need to be recognized.

1. The unnecessary, but maybe unavoidable, “holy war” between old and new unionism and their protagonists meant that it took a long time before it was realized that in many, if not most, cases the choice was not between old or new unions: the increasingly real alternative was no unions.
2. There was a failure to make the transition from movement to organization. From a movement which claimed 10 million supporters Solidarnosc transited to a considerably smaller organization. This is not surprising as movements have a different role, logic and behaviour than organizations. Still, for a trade union it is important to understand and master both. “New” unions could not keep up the momentum of a movement, and “old” unions could not credibly aspire to it. Consequently, both met with serious difficulties in the (re)building of their organizations.
3. Leadership talent was lost to politics. A number of leaders saw that they could be more effective as political actors, and there was a need for new blood in the political groupings. This was good for the persons concerned, and it provided another possibility to conserve and promote a trade union agenda. But it was less good for unions who lost capacity.

Also, labour parties did not materialize or strengthen in any significant way. Multiparty systems did not develop labour constituencies which could have together made a difference (and not just quarrelled between themselves on yet another forum).

4. Basic organization-building was not pursued consistently. The transition shattered the rigid top-down decision making mechanism which the communist system had installed in trade unions since the 1920s. Democratic bottom-up organizations call for quite different methods to arrive at decisions and delegate authority (and account for it). 

It still appears to be difficult sometimes to accept that an elected leader - who has due majority support - can and should speak and negotiate for others. The result is internal squabbles, with the organization being paralyzed. It is necessary to remind that democracy must be organized; otherwise the outcome is anarchy.

5. There was a failure to find a level of engagement with the new leaders of the economy. Business leaders were unwilling or incapable to develop the employer function of their activities. Some foreign advice countered the very idea of employers’ organizations. At the same time trade unions were more accustomed to addressing their demands to governments. This concerned both bread-and-butter demands of the traditional unions as well as the more political demands of the new ones. 

The trade unions in CEE inherited many other serious weaknesses. The internal ones, which were due to a radically changed environment, were compounded by more or less well-meaning outsiders, who wished to influence the choices or organizations and persons. If we are honest, we must ask how much did those of us in the “Western” trade unions do regarding our political leaders, who also were catching the neo-liberal influenza? How much did we do regarding employers and in particular those who were perfectly well organized at home but went wild in the “East”? 
We spent a long time in examining who in the CEE trade unions really deserved our support. Did we support the ones who learned best to sing our songs – or those who faced enormous problems in representing the members they still could hold on to?  I do not want to engage in any recriminations; I simply wish to say that if someone has to go to Canossa, then we all have to go there – West and East Europeans, old and new unions together.

It could have helped if in the Western trade unions the chief economists and not only international secretaries would have dealt with these issues. In the ILO, the Budapest Office published great stuff which to a high degree stayed within the region. The transition countries were not really the focus of the mainstream studies, or action, of the whole Organization. 

So – maybe we should have a big mirror here in this conference room and take a good look at ourselves in it. Anyway, I shall now return to the line of thought I was developing in this presentation.
While some able union leaders went to politics, many other less able ones went nowhere. There were no institutional arrangements (pension funds, social security bodies) to absorb them, and the next generation of trade union leaders was slow in developing. As trade unions could not compete with choices for advancement in the new market economy, there was not much pressure for generational change anyway. 

Obsolete trade union laws could not protect union activities. These laws command a significant degree of support among trade unions up to this day.  While the desire for legal guarantees is understandable, the function of such laws has to be kept under constant review. The attempt of the government in Belarus to rewrite the trade union law is a reminder how something that in a different context was designed to guarantee the workers’ collective rights could be turned into an instrument to control and limit those same rights.

While it is unrealistic to retain certain communist-era rights (like firing managers or requiring the local trade union’s agreement for lay-offs), the transfer of such rights to collective bargaining or labour contract legislation has been slow in materializing. The respect of law and practice on collective bargaining and association rights should provide the safeguards that in another era was obtained through laws on trade unions.

So, what is to be done? The answer actually is not rocket science, and it is not essentially different from what workers’ organizations face throughout the world.

First of all, there should be an immediate end to disputes between groupings of independent trade unions wherever they still occur. Such quarrels discredit the proper representation of workers’ interests. The ILO’s supervisory mechanism on trade union rights cannot efficiently be used in cases which involve of conflicts between trade unions. When international supporters favour this or that faction or person, the effect is to distort the building up of free and independent organizations and cast a shadow over their credibility.

Of course this does not mean tolerating situations, such as in Belarus, where the regime has taken over the trade union leadership. But also in such cases, it would be necessary to have a serious discussion on the best ways to reach out to the large numbers of trade union members who are captured in undemocratic structures. This, too, is a question of how best to promote free organizing rights. 

A realistic identification of obstacles to organizing would need to cover legal, political and organizational impediments, including importantly the collective bargaining system (or lack thereof) at the bipartite and local level. In some countries, we no doubt need further discussion and action on check-off systems and other ways of ensuring the financial independence of trade unions.

Coupled with this, transparency of the finances of trade unions is necessary. This also calls for ensuring that there is adequate financing for each level of union organizations. 

Any thrust for renewal needs to address local leadership development. If future generations of trade union leaders are not identified and nurtured, the result is systemic failure.

Services that unions can render to their members need more attention. This does not mean going back into running kindergardens, but rather developing services for unemployment and other hardship phases, legal assistance, OSH and so on. That unions did something similar in a discredited communist time should not distract from the need to support the workforce, starting with the most vulnerable workers.
There also should be a trade union role in reaching out to people who drop out of the organized economy, become self-employed or otherwise go into the informal economy – which in one for or another had always been there under communism but which broke out into the open with transition.
With increased marginalization and informal economy activities, the focus on fundamental rights at work needs to be strong. Virtually all European counties have ratified the core Conventions of the ILO. EU trade and cooperation policies require respecting them. Much attention has been given to freedom of association rights. Addressing various forms of discrimination at work (gender, trade union, ethical, migrants etc.) would seem to call for more significant focus, especially in the light of the prolonged economic and employment crisis. 

Trade unions need to develop further their potential as opinion leaders in local communities and at the national level. This is fully compatible with their historical role, and it calls for alliance-building. After all, the miners’ strike in the USSR in the late 1980s was not action by workers alone but by the mining communities as a whole. The Budapest taxi drivers’ strike in October 1990 was more of a public and political demonstration than a regular labour conflict.

For the purposes of advocacy, it probably was useful that a number of trade union leaders have moved over to the political sphere. The rights at work agenda needs to be kept up at the national political level. Of course it would have been even better if all of those who left the unions would have continued to recognize the value trade union rights and mechanisms for social justice and work for them.

It remains urgent to identify the deliverables of the trade unions in national and local collectives as well as in bipartite collective bargaining. These have to be determined in some sense of realistic trade-offs on pay, employment and working conditions.

This is actually not at all a different trade union agenda compared with the rest of Europe – or the rest of the world. Maybe this is one real sign of progress. Now we all share the same difficulties. Consequently, in Central and Eastern Europe they cannot be blamed on the transition any more.
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