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Brussels This is not a city that exudes power. The buildings that house the European Union's institutions are afterthoughts in urban planning, corporate-looking structures on the fringes of an arguably bland national capital.

But don't be fooled by appearances. There is power in Brussels, and it can often be found where you least expect it.

Such is the case with the European Trade Union Confederation – which, as the name suggests, is an umbrella group of unions from across Europe.

Only 45 people work in the confederation headquarters here, but you wouldn't know it from their successful lobbying efforts and their privileged place in the Brussels lawmaking process. 

The confederation has negotiated European laws that give part-time workers the same rights and benefits as their full-time counterparts. They have demanded and successfully pushed through laws protecting workers from handling hazardous chemicals, from back strain and other muscular problems. And they have passed laws that require companies to consult and inform their workers before they make big decisions. All of this and more in the name of the European worker.

Yet with this power comes a paradox. The confederation has gained influence in European lawmaking at a time when trade unions across Europe have lost members, in some cases dramatically. Today, the confederation represents 30 percent of Europe's work force, down from about half a few decades ago.

Consequently, some in Brussels say the confederation should not be allowed to speak for all workers.

“There is a problem with representativeness,” said Ann Mettler, executive director of the Lisbon Council, a group that lobbies for measures it believes will make Europe more competitive. “I’m not anti-union, but something is wrong when unions are hemorrhaging yet here in Brussels they are being rehabilitated.” 

The European Commission spends about €10 billion, or about $13 billion, each year to support “social dialogue”, a Brussels term that basically means helping unions and bosses to get along. The commission sponsors seminars, training and research – all with the goal of strengthening the representation of workers, mainly through unions.

Sometimes this funding can be downright quirky. Two years ago, the commission gave French trade unions € 95,903 to train their Bulgarian counterparts in “conflict resolution”. The thought of French trade unions teaching anyone how to manage industrial relations would probably have elicited some smirks, or worse, among the commuters who were left waiting on railway platforms last week during one of the relatively frequent strikes in France.

The main purpose of these programs, according to the commission, is to cement the place of unions in Europe as voices of working people.

Mettler says the problem with this is that unions disproportionately represent older workers in sunset industries like manufacturing. “The vast majority of Europeans are not represented in unions,” she said. Workers in Europe’s service industries, for one, are often not union members, she added.

John Monks, head of the European Trade Union Confederation, counters this argument with a simple question: If not us, then who? 

“We are recognized easily – by a long, long way – as the most representative of all the employee groups around Europe,” Monks said. 

Unions were and are central to the construction of the European Union, he said. 

“It was the view of the European Union’s founding fathers and mothers that unions are a good thing, that they should be encouraged, and are necessary to keep some balance in society between rampant entrepreneurship and the need to preserve some sort of social justice,” Monks said. 

Ultimately, the question of representation will be put to the test in the next few months: The European Union’s constitution reinforces the role of unions as “social partners”. It’s up to voters in countries like France and Britain to decide whether to accept this notion – and the constitution over all – in national referendums. 

The question of representation in Brussels is not, of course, limited to unions. The European employers’ federation, known as Unice, also has an official role in negotiating European laws. 

Whether or not this group of bosses is representative of European companies big and small is a debate for another time.

http://www.iht.com/articles/2005/01/21/opinion/edhowell.html

QUESTIONS TO ANSWER IN CLASS:

1) Why or why not: are unions necessary?

2) How do unions represent you?

3) Are countries / companies more entrepreneurial with or without unions?

4) Is there any featherbedding in Germany?

5) How does Ver.di compare with the European Trade Union Confederation?

6) Write two (2) questions of your own for others to answer in class:

A. ________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

B. ________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

7) List five (5) words you didn’t know and their meaning:

A. ___________________  ____________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

B. ___________________  ____________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

C. ___________________  ____________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

D. ___________________  ____________

________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

8) List phrases where you don’t know the meaning although you know the words:

· ________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

· ________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

9) Write two (2) more True / False statements based on the article:

T / F
Unions have gained in influence in proportion to their membership growth.

T / F
________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

T / F
________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

10) Write two (2) more Multiple Choice statements based on the article:
Unice is:

A. A European union.

B. A competitor with the European Trade Union Confederation for workers rights.

C. A counter-weight to the European Trade Union Confederation.

D. A UN union.


________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

A. ___________________ 

B. ___________________

C. ___________________

D. ___________________


________________________________

________________________________

________________________________

A. ___________________ 

B. ___________________

C. ___________________

D. ___________________
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