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NOTE FROM THE EDITOR

Looking out of my window the first heading that comes to my mind
for thisissue of CLR-Newsis “It's a hard rain that's gonna fall”. And
half an hour later our postman confirms that heading with a letter from
the Dutch building unions. In the letter membership is informed about
the most recent (and third serious) break up of the ongoing collective
bargaining. The construction agreement terminated in March 2004 and
there is no result in sight in the talks held since. Strikes are on their
way.

The bargaining agenda looks very familiar for everyone that has some
expertise in the field: divergent opinions on pension and early
retirement, on overtime and flexible working hours and on holiday
payments.

The Dutch government so far has not been of great help as it came
with legidation that made earlier agreements on severa items (such as
for instance long term occupational disability) no longer valid.

Due to the government’s policy in the field of pensions, early
retirement, unemployment benefits and sick leave, partners in
collective bargaining are confronted more and more with social
Security issues.

It isin fact this development that is described by Ernst-Ludwig Laux,
chairman of EFBWW’ s building committee, in the main subject article
of thisissue of CLR-News.

His article is this year's aternative for the Observatory that we
published regularly.

In a situation where the state withdraws from the responsibility to keep
upright basic provisions and to guarantee fundamental worker’s rights
the agenda of collective bargaining becomes overloaded with
complicated and controversial items.

Ernst Ludwig Laux illustrates convincingly that this is not an isolated
thing that suddenly comes over us.
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The other contributions are part of our household.

During our annual meeting in Brussels a new list of ambitious plans
and initiatives was discussed. The minutes of that meeting, including
the important workshop on co-decision and consultation that came
after, are published here. Furthermore our reviews and the calendar of
events. | ask your special attention for the coming ESRC/CLR seminar
in London, 12" May.

The work for the next issue of CLR-News has already started. It will
be dedicated to posting and what we can learn from it. Hot stuff for the
debate recently on the agenda with regard to the Commission’s
directive on free delivery of Services.

Please feel invited to come up with your contribution.

Jan Cremers, 2005-04-16
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SUBJECT ARTICLE

Bargaining Policy for the Construction Industry

in Europe 2004
Ernst-Ludwig Laux, 1G BAU
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1. Introduction

After a turbulent year in 2002, marked by industrial action for the
construction sector in many European countries, negotiations during
2004 turned out to be more peaceful with a few exceptions, as
described in the national reports.

During the second half of 2003, the European Federation of Building
and Woodworkers (EFBWW) conducted a survey in the sector, similar
to that for the woodworking sector. The replies were evaluated in
November 2003 to tie in with the bargaining policy seminar in
Sesimbra/Portugal.  Subsequently, more recent dtatistics were
obtained, some of which have been included in this report.

After only distributing short reports in 2003 owing to the elections for
the EFBWW Management Committee, Executive Committee and
Standing Committee Building, during 2004 we again focused in the
Standing Committee on the exchange of bargaining policy
information. The discussions on 6/7 April aswell as on 12/13 October
2004 were an opportunity to obtain up-to-date bargaining data and
also a description of the bargaining round and the results achieved.

The purpose of this extract from the report is not only to give a
catalogue of bare figures and results, as my intention is also to give a
personal assessment of the bargaining policy situation. As during
2004, in parallel with the construction bargaining round, a number of
political and legal changes took place in some countries and at
European level, particularly concerning social and economic palicy,
these should also be briefly sketched out. The discussions on the
evaluation of the posting directive as well as on defying the ultra-
liberal services directive have not been concluded at the time of
writing, but a first assessment based on the early meetings and the
common positions reached by FIEC (European Construction Industry
Federation) and the EFBWW since the end of 2004 is also touched on
here.

Two important events took place at European level during 2004,
which evidently also have their consequences for bargaining policy in
the construction sector, namely:
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1. the EU enlargement to include 10 States from Central and
Eastern Europe and
2. the European elections on 13 June 2004.

In the autumn of 2004 the new European Commission was formed
following a dispute with the EU Parliament. We will now have to
wait and see what stance it will take, particularly on the two key issues
directly affecting the construction sector, namely the posting and
services directive.

Both during 2003 and 2004, bargaining policy was restricted by neo-
liberal influencesin virtually all European countries. The pressure on
industry-wide collective agreements in those countries in which they
exist has become very great. The whole spectrum of social legislation,
much of which has evolved over decades in the EU member states, is
coming under considerable political pressure.

Almost all legidation in virtually every member country which is
concerned with pensions, health, labour market policy, early
retirement or taxes for workers has in the past two years been amended
or is due to be amended, in amost every case at the expense of the
workers.

As politics and legislation in the respective States affect the balance of
power between employers and workers, this report will focus more
closaly on the ways in which the legal conditions, which have a direct
impact on the bargaining round in each country, affect bargaining
policy in the construction sector.

It continues to be a matter for regret that very little information exists
about bargaining policy or the way in which employment relationships
in construction are directly shaped in the new EU countries. A major
task over the coming months will be to obtain more information from
these countries, also viathe construction social dialogue.

But this report will also set out a number of specific features in some
countries which merit being discussed as best practice and good
examples for other countries. All European representatives of
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construction workers trade unions in the EFBWW bodies are urged to
disseminate these good examples so that neighbouring countries can
learn from them. This can contribute to taking bargaining policy
forward and improving conditions of work and employment for those
working in the construction industry.

2. The European construction industry: areview

The general picture over the past years

The economic facts and figures for all sectors, and so including the
construction industry, are set out and disseminated in a whole host of
publications in Europe. At this point, | would like very briefly to
touch on the general trends in the construction industry and highlight a
few salient economic questions. These will call for greater attention in
the future if the trade unions want to formulate proposals for the
economic development of the construction industry or measures to
safeguard jobs in this branch.

Asin the past, construction is still a major economic sector, employing
in excess of 11 million people, or approx. 7% of the working
population, and turning over some € 900 billion annually. The generd
economic situation of this sector in Europe in recent years can be
summed up fairly briefly by the statement that construction activity in
2002 and 2003 stagnated. Only in 2004 was a dlight recovery
discernible, athough the final figures are not yet available at the time
of writing. Since 1999, the growth rate of construction activity has
been negative from year to year, if only to avery small extent at times.
The particular situation of the German construction industry, which
has been languishing in a severe recession for around 10 years now, is
clearly reflected in these figures. This can be explained by the fact
that the German construction market is the largest in the EU. The
recovery of the European construction market largely hinges on that of
the German market.

If we consider the economic trends in the construction sector of
individual countries, however, the picture is very mixed. Whereas, in
Spain, for example, growth rates of between 4 and 7% have been
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observed in recent years, there are other European countries in which
production has declined by the same amount and the employment ratio
sunk from year to year by 10% respectively. One contributing factor
to this trend is the EU structural funds which in some European
countries have fuelled considerable construction activity, while in
other countries such as the Federal Republic of Germany, completely
empty public coffers and the generally very low economic growth rate
have led to barely a trickle of construction investment. Greece also
experienced a sharp upswing in 2003 and 2004 owing to the
construction works for the Olympic Games, but activity is likely to
level off again in the future. Some regions of the UK and Ireland,
particularly Greater London, are experiencing a genuine construction
boom. It will have to be seen which way construction activity will
develop in future in these countries.

On the whole, we find that a stop-and-start policy is being pursued in
many countries, which as in previous years in Germany also has an
impact on the construction industry. Consequently, the economic
figures are positive in such countries as Portugal and Ireland where the
depreciation rules have been improved, or in other countries due to a
number of large-scale infrastructure projects. But as soon as these
special measures, some of which applied by individual countries, draw
to an end, job-shedding and bankruptcies are the order of the day.

In many European countries the Public Private Partnership (PPP) route
is being proposed. However, as to whether this will trigger a major
construction boom remains to be seen.

It is aso uncertain whether the EU enlargement to embrace 10 new
member states from 1 May 2004 will inject fresh impetus into the
construction industry, even though a raft of large-scale infrastructure
measures, for example east-west motorways and railways, are
currently on the drawing board.

It is precisely because of these widely varying general economic
situations in the construction sector that separate trade union strategies
need to be developed in each country to safeguard employment and
incomes for those working in the industry. Such strategies must be
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geared to positive and negative trends. The pooling of information at
transnational level via the European Federation of Building and
Woodworkers or jointly with employers in the social dialogue can
produce new perspectives aimed a helping to prevent adverse
economic and socia situations from developing in the construction
sector.

3. Summary and evaluation of the 2004 bar gaining year

Basic conditions during the 2004 bargaining year

The construction industry developed along very different lines in the
individual European States during the year. While some countries had
very high growth rates, others only managed average figures. The
German construction market is now about eight years into a serious
and persistent recession and this also impacts on many other countries.
Key features of the economic picture in German construction for some
years now are low prices, high unemployment, erosion of jobs and
numerous bankruptcies -- including large companies.

The economic research institutes are not forecasting a significant
change, so that we have to assume that the economic upswing in
European construction is limited.

If we look at developments on the political front, we find that the
national as well as the European elections gave rise to very different
outcomes. In some countries governments of the right have made way
for left-wing or centre-left governments, whereas in the preceding
years progressive governments were replaced by right-wing or centre-
right alliances.

Leaving aside the results in detail, it is still possible to observe that
amost al governments are pursuing neo-liberal policiesto agreater or
lesser degree, and that also the so-called centre-left aliances, such as
in the FRG, are ruthlessly implementing cutbacks in socia services.
For this reason, there was little change between 2003 and 2004: in
virtually every country the trade unions are standing alone in resisting
social welfare cuts in the political debate. In those countries with
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socialist or social-democratic governments they have almost no
support, whereas in those countries governed by conservative or right-
wing liberal parties they have the socialist parties on their side, albeit
in opposition.

At present it is not possible to make any predictions as to which
direction the policy of the new European Parliament and the new
European Commission will take. The greater diversity of the new
member states, but also of languages and consequently a very broad
spectrum of cultures, means that many organisational questions will
have to be addressed first of all before the European Union can pursue
targeted policies. For the trade unions this means, conversely, that
they will need to increase their presence in Brussels and Strasbourg as
legislation will be decided there ever more frequently which must then
be implemented in the countries concerned.

According to al the neo-liberal arguments, globalisation as well as the
EU enlargement to the east is used to exert pressure on workers and
their unions. The aim of neo-liberal policy is to make conditions of
work and employment less favourable, to reduce wages or the entire
income and raise socia security contributions or taxes in the
expectation that employers would invest more and so create new jobs.
Although the trade unions have aready amply refuted these arguments
on repeated occasions, as unemployment has grown in recent years
while economic growth declines, the media continue to claim that the
"lower working incomes = higher profits' approach is the only the
way of pulling the economy out of the doldrums. Many politicians
and entrepreneurs will not hesitate to blackmail workers with
arguments based on so-called globalisation or pressure of competition
from Eastern Europe.

In the wake of the Iragi war and the tensions between a number of
European countries and the USA, the attempts at intervention by the
Americans have been significantly stepped up. For the core European
countries, only the firmly-established and renewed aliance between
France and Germany -- a genuine peace alliance -- has been able to
stand up against the USA. However, the polemic distinction between
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"old" and "new" Europe has also ushered in a new era for the trade
unions, employer-worker relations and bargaining policy.

At the moment, ailmost all the achievements of the labour movement
and the trade unions in the sphere of social legidation, collective
agreements, level of income and pensions as well as other benefits, are
being tested, more so in some countries and less so in others. In any
case, the struggle over bargaining policy and collective agreements in
many countries has intensified and it remains to be seen how things
will develop in the years ahead.

The trade union landscape is undergoing radical changes in some
countries.  In Switzerland, the two largest unions, representing
metalworkers and construction workers (Metall and Bau), merged in
October 2004, while in Austria the amalgamation process concerning
a number of unions has not yet been signed and sealed. In Denmark
the merger drive has not been crowned with success either. Among
the structural developments also taking place in a number of countries
IS the reassessment of cooperation between the national confederations
responsible for policy-making and affiliated unions. In particular, the
unions with political affiliations in the countries concerned are
endeavouring to sharpen their political profile so as to attract new
groups of potential members.

The pattern in membership figures for construction unions is not
uniform. Although there is a dight downtrend overdl, there are
positive signs of growth in some organisations.

After along time, the European trade unions have again succeeded in
mobilising joint opposition to the political aims of many governments
to cut back socia provision on a broad front by organising a European
Protest Day on 3 April 2004. Several million people, including around
500,000 in the FRG aone, demonstrated against the dismantlement of
socia provision and the intervention by governments in bargaining
autonomy, and in many countries, from Italy to the Netherlands, there
are frequent strikes against such cutbacks. After many years of
existence, the Polder model in the Netherlands now hasits head on the
block. In the FRG, opponents of the Hartz law even had the idea of
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reprising what is known as the Monday demonstration which led to the
fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989.

The fact cannot be ignored that in many countries governments are
expressly intervening in the bargaining process and it can be stated
unequivocally that even mainstream public opinion is turning against
the unions.

Allow me to make a personal observation here. The overall tone of
the report may come across as rather too dark, coloured by the
experiences in the FRG as in the construction industry we barely
succeeded in achieving any positive results in 2004 despite our
campaigns and hefty opposition to the highly authoritarian application
of government and employers policies. | know that the situation in
other countries is not as unrelentingly negative and that in some
countries particular economic conditions have even led to positive
developments. My vision has naturally been coloured by my "German
glasses’, although | have always sought to put on "European glasses'.
Only when we succeed in preparing ajoint European bargaining report
will we be able to eliminate the national slant to the judgments made.
It is therefore important that colleagues from other countries
contribute their criticisms and additions to the report, which can then
be incorporated in further discussions in the EFBWW Standing
Committee Building.

Significant events affecting worker participation, posting of workers
and general contractor liability

The plan to convert the Strabag AG holding company in Austria,
which has large establishments and subsidiaries in Germany, Belgium,
Italy and Eastern European states, into a European Company (SE) in
September 2004 would have swept away the provisions governing
worker participation -- particularly the German provisions. The
European trade unions, in particular those from Austria, Germany and
Belgium together with the European Federation of Building and
Woodworkers, have prevented the conversion of this Austrian holding
company from being registered for the time being by instituting legal
proceedings. Despite threats from Strabag AG, the works councils
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and union representatives have not been deterred. It remains to be
seen how the proceedings will pan out. But the fact that European
solidarity was achieved in this case among construction unions quickly
and unhindered by red tape, although also with some initial problems,
can already be regarded as a success.

In Sweden, at the end of 2004 a Latvian construction contractor
attempted to anticipate the European services directive and thereby
stop the posting directive from being applied. When building a school
in Vaxholm on the fringes of Stockholm the Latvian contractor paid
his Latvian building workers 13,700 Swedish krone a month, whereas
according to the Swedish negotiated rate they should have received
24,000 krone. Thereupon the Byggnads construction union used its
bargaining strategies and industrial action to bring the construction site
to a standstill. After a 2-month long boycott by the Swedish union
Byggnads, the Latvian firm was finally forced to go home. The
Latvian government viewed this as unauthorised discrimination and
has indicated that it will bring the case before the European
Commission if the Latvian firm is prevented from carrying out the
construction contract in Sweden under Latvian working conditions.
The dispute concerns work provisions declared generally applicable
across the industry, in particular wages and working hours. This case
Is an example of the consequences that the planned services directive
can have if the country-of-origin principle becomes the rule. As the
matter is being decided in the courts, the executive bodies of the
construction unions as well as the EFBWW must keep a watchful eye
because if a negative ruling is delivered this could affect future
disputes.

On 12 October 2004, the European Court of Justice in Luxembourg
handed down a very important judgment from the viewpoint of the
construction unions in which it confirmed the liability of the general
contractor for payment of the minimum wage also in the case of those
working for foreign subcontractors. This Court ruling lays down the
conditions for paying generally applicable compulsory minimum
wages in Europe. The judgments by the European Court of Justice
follows the line taken by the Federal Labour Court in Germany, which
ruled on 20 July 2004 that employers registered in the European Union

CLR News No 1/2005 12



must participate in the holiday fund scheme of the German
construction industry if they post workers to construction sites in
Germany. Both of these final Court judgments in particular have
confirmed our view that the EU posting directive does not need to be
amended but rather that its provisions must be implemented strictly in
the individual countries,

Evaluation of the 2004 bargaining year

As a consequence of the bargaining policy seminar held at the end of
2003 in Sesimbra/Portugal and the numerous contacts, particularly
within the EFBWW Standing Committee Building, we have a good
description of current bargaining conditions and how they have
changed in each country. This can be checked out in the enclosed
statistics on unemployment, weekly working times and statutory
minimum wages.

For the 2004 bargaining year | would like to make the following brief
points:

e The very divergent economic trends in Europe are reflected in all
bargaining results for the construction industry in 2004, as in
previous years. However, it is surprising to note how income levels
rocketed ahead in the UK (almost 25% in three years) and Ireland
(nearly 75% in four years) in particular, so that the pattern of low
hourly earnings in both these countries has been relegated to the
past. Set against this, real wage and income levels in the Federal
Republic of Germany remained stationary.

e More and more frequently the national inflation rate is taken as the
basis for setting pay levels and additional increases are then agreed
on top of that. In general, it can be said that in the national
construction industry bargaining rounds the inflation rate is
automatically added each year to wages and only additional
increases over and above the inflation rate, possibly also for extra
retirement benefits and the like, are the subject of bargaining and
subsequent agreement.
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It can in principle be added that in countries with tripartite wage
settlements, where the government is sitting at the negotiating table
IN most cases its actions are prompted by neo--liberal thinking to
the detriment of workers and trade union interests.

e The posting of workers, above al from Eastern to Western Europe
and in particular illegal employment have led to income and social
dumping in the construction sector. Already during the run-up to
EU enlargement towards the East, but entirely without restriction
since 1 May 2004, gangs of building workers from low-wage
countries are working in Western Europe under dumping
conditions.

e |norder to contain or eradicate this state of affairs, discussions have
been held and collective agreements made in many European
bargaining rounds. This issue must continue to be a specific focus
of attention at European level between the bargaining parties in the
Social Dialogue as otherwise "normal™ negotiated conditions in the
European construction industry will be in acute danger.

e In a great many construction bargaining rounds the questions of
higher pensions, and agreeing a supplementary pension or improved
early retirement benefits played a key role. Further attention needs
to be paid during the coming period to this bargaining policy
question for in virtually every European country the basic statutory
provision in old age is deteriorating. For this reason, pressure must
be brought to bear not only in public and on governments, but
creative solutions must also be brought forward via collective
agreements.

As | seeit there are three positive aspects of the 2003/2004 bargaining
year which merit being highlighted:

1. In Switzerland a collective agreement on retirement for
construction workers from age 60 has been concluded and the
first effects were felt in 2004.
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2. The Italian unions, in conjunction with the employers
organisations, have succeeded in achieving better controls on
undeclared work and illegal employment on the basis of new
laws passed by the Italian State.

3. The industry trade union Bauen-Agrar-Umwelt established a
European Federation of Migrant Workers in September 2004 to
organise cross-border workers, particularly from low-wage
countries, so preventing wage and social dumping and at the
same time giving a helping hand to Eastern European
construction unions to get established.

4. National reportson the 2004 construction industry bargaining
round

Austria

Following the breakthrough achieved by a one-day strike in the
Austrian construction sector in 2003 at last it was possible to conclude
atwo-year collective agreement. The construction workers' strike was
the first to take place in 50 years and gave a new complexion to
employer-worker relations in Austria. The inflation rate in Austriais
about 1.3%. A wage increase of 2.1% was achieved with effect from 1
May 2003 and of 2.2% from 1 May 2004. A key issue in the
bargaining talks at present is retirement age as a study has shown that
construction workers retire on average at age 56. Despite this, the
official retirement age in Austria is 65. For this reason, the
Gewerkschaft Bau-Holz, representing building and woodworkers, has
drawn up a new approach to pensions and tabled this in bargaining and
general discussions with employers.

The entry into force of the collective agreements on 1 May 2004
resulted in further new provisions and specia allowances for all
workers covered by the construction industry and civil engineering
collective agreement. The long-standing demand by construction
workers and their union for adaily allowance for construction workers
was thus met. All construction workers on construction sites are
entitled to this allowance where they are working more than three
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hours distance from their place of residence. A distinction has been
drawn here between those commuting daily and weekly.

Workers carrying out particularly arduous work in Austria

In common with almost all European countries, discussions and
legislative procedures concerning changes to pensions have been
taking place in recent yearsin Austria as well, peaking so far in 2004.
The conservative and liberal forces are agreed on adopting less
favourable provisions on retirement age, pension levels and many
other key aspects of pension systems which have been tried and tested
for decades. These changes are essentially at the expense of workers
and pensioners.

Already at an early stage of the legidative process, the building and
woodworkers union in Austria recognised that many provisions would
be to the disadvantage of its members. It therefore commissioned a
study jointly with the Chamber of Labour (Arbeiterkammer) on
"particularly arduous work", with an emphasis on construction work.
Asthe aim of the legidlative process was to establish retirement at age
65, and as 64% of the newly applicable pensions in the construction
sector during 2002 were on the basis of invalidity, the building and
woodworkers union suspected that a major reduction in pensions could
impact on its members. The study, which was produced in April 2004
by the Research and Advisory Agency Arbeitswelt in close
cooperation with the Chamber of Labour and the building and
woodworkers trade union, showed clearly that legal provisions
governing the situation of those carrying out arduous work in the
construction industry must be taken into account. Following this
study, new demands by the building and woodworkers union for
negotiations with the employers organisations and with the legisators
have been brought into the public domain, and can be summed up in
the following key points:

- Comprehensive and sustained health provison as well as
individual industrial medicine provision for those carrying out
arduous work during their entire career,

Introduction of measures to avoid or reduce severe occupational
stresses in the construction industry and to incorporate provisions
concerning ozone and UV exposure in the Construction Workers
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Bad Weather Compensation Act.

Furthermore, the extra strain on the workers concerned should be
aleviated through a structural and labour market fund. Provisions
governing arduous work should be built into pension laws in
Austria such that the severe occupational stresses are given
sufficient account and to ensure that the pension laws prevent this
group of people from being at a disadvantage.

As a result of the strong political pressure by the building and
woodworkers union and also by the Austrian trade union
confederation OGB, a number of proposals in the study and demands
by the GBH were taken into account in the legidation. Amongst these
provisions, a list is used to identify arduous and extremely arduous
work based on a scientific classification of work stresses so that
gpecial rules can apply to ensure that the pension entitlement of those
carrying out arduous and extremely arduous work is not adversely
affected. On examination of thislist it can be seen that almost all our
main occupations and activities in the construction industry proper are
to be found in the first 15 places of an overall total of more than 250
occupations and activities.

Many of the arguments outlined in the study could be employed in the
discussions taking place in other European countries on the
deterioration in pension provision. Many measures, in particular the
register for the "difficulty of work", should be tabled in further
discussions by the construction unions. This can also bring about a
new direction for the European Social Dialogue and help mesh
together more effectively activities relating to bargaining policy,
health protection and improved working conditions in our sector.

Switzerland

For the first time since 1940 a strike took place in 2002 in the Swiss
construction industry. This led to along-term collective agreement on
wages with a separate " Collective agreement on flexible retirement at
age 60". For 2003 and 2004 it was agreed only to make an inflation
adjustment to income, while the rest of the wage increase was
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channelled into funding early retirement from age 60. After the
representatives of construction employers on a number of occasions
sought to withdraw from, or else no longer accepted, these collective
agreements either across the board or in individual branches of the
finishing industry, the Swiss construction workers union GBI was
forced in 2004 to organise campaigns and prepare industrial action.
This has resulted in the collective agreements being observed so far, a
success attributable to the many years experience of the Swiss
construction unions which by means of very intensive checks on
construction sites and through collective agreements have been able to
detect and fight wage dumping from other European countries. More
recently in particular, German companies operating under East
German minimum-wage conditions in Switzerland have fallen into the
net, been detected and following a threatened strike or boycott, these
companies have conceded and signed up to the Swiss negotiated
conditions.

Owing to the fact that in Switzerland foreign workers and a growing
number of West European construction firms employing West
European construction workers are operating under dumping
conditions, these problems played a key role in the bargaining policy
agreement concluded by the construction unions from the FRG-
Austria-Switzerland in December 2004. As aresult of the large-scale
construction project for the trans-Alpine tunnels in which the trade
unions from these three countries as well as the Italian construction
unions worked together with coordination provided by the EFBWW, a
wealth of experience of wage dumping in Switzerland has now been
acquired. The very precise catalogue of violations in Switzerland
compiled by the GBI clearly shows that while a great many violations
occur, the Swiss inspections are aso very meticulous. These
experiences must be taken more closely into account when these
matters are considered and discussed further within the EFBWW in
connection with identifying best practices.

In October 2004 the proposal to create a joint metalworkers and
construction & industry trade union, after years of preparation, was
finally realised at a trade union congress. This huge trade union, with
some 200,000 members, accounting for about 60% of the workers
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organised in the Swiss Trade Union Confederation, represents the
combined interests of construction, metalworking, chemicals, transport
and other branches of industry. The new trade union, named UNIA,
has embarked on a drive to promote its services and significantly
increase unionisation rates in the sectors represented by it in
Switzerland.

In November 2004 a new wages agreement for Switzerland was
concluded, which after a two-month grace period in January and
February came into force on 1 March 2005. Hourly pay was raised by
0.50 francs and monthly pay by 80.00 francs for the basic wages. The
lunchtime allowance has been increased from 11 to 12 francs.

Retirement at 60 in construction — Collective agreement implemented
in Switzerland

After years of discussion in the Swiss construction workers trade
union GBI and negotiations with the construction employers
organisations, in 2002 a collective agreement was concluded which
phases in a reduction in the retirement age for construction workers to
age 60 between 1 July 2004 and 1 January 2006. Entitlement to the
early retirement pension is voluntary for the workers. The retirement
benefit under this early retirement model as a rule amounts to 80% of
the final gross wage and is guaranteed by ajoint industry foundation
which collects and administers contributions.  The financing
comprises, at 1 July 2004, 4% for employers and 1% for workers. For
this reason a pay adjustment to compensate inflation of only 20 francs
(0.5%) was obtained in Switzerland in 2004.

This milestone in social policy represented an important achievement
by the Swiss construction union for its members in terms of a more
humane working life for, in common with other countries, the arduous
nature of construction work, dictated by weather conditions, in many
cases leads to early departure. Even though the retirement age is 65,
the fact is that in many countries construction workers normally take
retirement at between 55 and 57, although this creates many problems
and considerable financia disadvantages. Under the Swiss collective
agreements it is established that retirement age is 60, with 80% of the
final gross wage, so providing good security and very good
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arrangements for the transition to the ordinary pension. The model of
retirement at 60 without sustaining magor financial losses could
represent a future approach for the construction unions in Europe (see
David Zehnt: The Early Retirement Model in the Swiss Construction
Industry. In CLR-News 3/2004, pp. 21-26).

In 2004 the employers organisations attempted to turn back the wheel
of progress in the German/Swiss finishing industry as well as the
joinery industry as they boycotted the collective agreement concerning
an obligation to make contributions to the joint-industry committee.
The dispute carried on beyond the end of the year.

However, as aresult of negotiations and the threat of industrial action
it was possible to prevent the collective agreement from being taken
out of operation in the construction industry proper. In the finishing
industry, there is now no collective agreement covering painters,
plasterers and joiners.

France

It is very difficult to give an overall picture of developments in the
French bargaining situation. Bargaining in the construction industry is
organised on a regiona basis or is conducted at company level.
Different provisions have also been agreed in each individual branch
of construction so that there is no national industry-wide or sectoral
collective agreement for the entire construction industry.

After the legidators introduced the 35-hour week in 2000 the French
bargaining parties very often have had to settle the conditions for this
process of working-time reductions and wage compensation payments.
The current neo-liberal discussion has created political pressure on the
35-hour week in France as well, so that employers and some
politicians are calling for working time to be increased. The French
trade unions want to act together to prevent this from happening.

In December 2004 the French government decided to relax the 35-
hour week rule with the aim of increasing employment opportunities.
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Furthermore, the government wants to increase working time
flexibility on the grounds of helping the economy, whereby employers
could extend working time to 48 hours a week if they have concluded
an agreement to this effect with their workers. It also wants to allow
collective agreements for individual sectors making it possible to work
an additional 220 hours a year on top of the 35-hour week, to be added
to aworking time account. Until now, the upper limit was 180 hours,
whereas in 2002 the figure was still 130. The unions have rejected
further demands by the employers for flexible arrangements
concerning leave as well.

The whole issue of working-time increases above the 35-hour week
has had the consequence of bringing the different trade unions, in
particular the four unions CGT, CFDT, CFTC and FO, significantly
closer together again. In the spring of 2005 they decided to launch a
joint protest against increases in working time by holding strikes and
demonstrations as well as a national mobilisation day in France on 5
February. The question of increasing working time has also sparked
off maor disputes between bargaining parties and the parties
concerned in other countries,

Summing up the bargaining situation, during 2004 the wage increase
in the 22 regions of France came to about 2.5% and working time
under the normal arrangement was reduced from 2003 to 2004 in
stages from 37.5 to 36.2 hours. Also in connection with the pension
debate in France there have been some changes introduced by new
legislation. The number of eligible years employment, until now 37.5,
has been raised and retirement at 60 is only possible as a second key
criterion. But retirement age in the French construction industry isin
reality between 57 and 58.

Following the major heatwave in 2003, new demands for heatwave
compensation were put forward in the pay and socia policy
discussions, although in vain so far. Also in France, a fierce debate
has taken place about early retirement at age 55, which is still
rumbling on as there are also programmes with the contradictory aim
of keeping older workers in employment.
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One achievement made is that temporary agency workers in the
construction industry are fully covered by the collective agreement for
other construction workers and in this way direct dumping has been
prevented from taking place.

Luxembourg

The gituation in Luxembourg in many respects mirrors that of
Belgium.

It has been observed more particularly in recent times that German
construction firms are setting up establishments in Luxembourg and
then operating in the FRG construction market from their Luxembourg
base.

Belgium

It must be acknowledged that the Belgium trade unions have until now
scored many successes in fending off cuts in socia services which are
now aso being proposed in Belgium by the liberal government.
Expressed in actual figures, this means that in Belgium there continue
to be automatic quarterly pay adjustments for inflation and so for 2003
and 2004 a wage increase of about 5.4% was obtained.

Discussions took place in Belgian last year between the bargaining
parties about putting in place an improved supplementary pension for
construction workers.  In a similar manner to other countries,
employers raised the question of flexible working time arrangements
in bargaining at the turn of the year. Although the unions have put
forward demands for early retirement opportunities, these do not yet
exist. Thereisalso no very real prospect at present of achieving such
early retirement arrangements. However, as part of the discussions on
vocational training between trade unions and employers they did
succeed in agreeing on new job descriptions. Arrangements for
improving controls on posted workers and temporary agency workers
on building sites were also improved and the control mechanisms
tightened up.
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Representatives of the Belgian construction unions have expressed the
view on a number of occasions in their reports that they are
anticipating a very difficult bargaining round in 2005 as the political,
but also bargaining policy, climate in Belgium has become very
heated. Developments in the FRG and in the Netherlands rub off on
Belgium and the neo-liberal tendencies have also taken a foothold
there. However, as in Belgium around 100% of construction workers
are organised in the two large unions, they are hoping to be able to
safeguard the established socia provisions -- if necessary backed up
by industrial action.

During the past three months of 2004 the Belgian construction unions
aso joined the fight to prevent the establishment of a Strabag
European Company and together with the Austrian and German
colleagues initiated legal proceedings.

In association with the Dutch and German construction unions, during
2005 the unions aim to trandate the Maastricht Treaty more
effectively into reality between these three countries, meaning that
bargaining policy agreements would be applied more strictly and
effectively. The resolution proposal placed before the EFBWW
General Assembly in December 2003, which aso called for such
action, must be implemented in practice by taking new initiatives.

Netherlands

Following the longest strike in the Dutch construction industry in post-
war history, for 2003 and 2004 a collective agreement applying for 27
months was agreed, providing for a 7.5% wage increase. Working
conditions were not therefore renegotiated in 2004 and everything is
being prepared for the major discussions in April 2005 where not only
pay but also the basic collective provisions are up for renegotiation.
The construction unions are demanding early retirement at age 60 for
those who have worked 40 years. The employers are demanding in
return annual working time of 1850 hours, whereby overtime
premiums would be scrapped. This will be regected by the
construction union. Among the basic provisions which are subject to
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fierce debate are also flexibility questions as well as the journey time
arrangements, which the employers are calling for to be scrapped.

In the autumn of 2004, a lively debate took place in the Netherlands
between the government and employers, on one side, and trade unions,
on the other. The "Polder model" which for years secured peace on
the industrial relations front, is now up for discussion as the libera
government wants to do away with many established social
provisions, especially the existing early retirement arrangements.
Further cuts in socia provisions are on the drawing board. The trade
unions have offered to observe wage restraint, but only on the
condition that the government withdraw the proposed cuts in social
provision. On thisvery subject atria of strength istaking place in the
Netherlands. Each sector held a nationwide one-day protest day in
October or November 2004 which was supported on a broad front. It
will have to be seen what the outcome of the current disputes in the
Netherlands will be, as this will determine the approach to be pursued
in the 2005 bargaining round, also in the construction, painting and
carpentry industries.

In the political debate in the Netherlands one question frequently
asked is whether this means that the so-called Polder model, the much-
discussed Treaty of Wassenaar in Europe, has been overturned and
employer-worker relations in the Netherlands again regulated to a
greater degree by industrial disputes and hard-line stances on all sides.

Denmark

As in many other European countries, over the past two years
Denmark has experienced an increase in wage dumping owing to
cross-border construction work. This has prompted the construction
unions to carry out a wide array of political and bargaining policy
initiatives aimed a implementing measures jointly with the
government to prevent workers, particularly those from Eastern
Europe, being employed on Danish construction sites under dumping
conditions. The Danish construction unions have direct worker
participation rights in the award of work contracts and supervision,
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and so also have a significant influence over on-site compliance with
collective agreements or over plant agreements being concluded with
foreign firms under Danish conditions.

Traditionally wage increases in Denmark are in Danish krone and not
In percentages. For 2004 the wage increase amounted to 2.25 Danish
krone in relation to an hourly wage of about 120 krone. At the same
time, improvements in company pensions from 9% to 10.8% were
achieved, and maternity leave was also significantly extended. Clear
provisons have been agreed that temporary agency workers are
covered by the same collective agreements as ordinary construction
workers. The construction unions will keep a careful check on this
maitter.

At the present time, a fierce debate is taking place in Denmark on the
provisions concerning self-employed workers and pseudo self-
employed workers. Thislast group of workersis also a major focus of
discussions on the posting directive in the European Federation. We
will have to wait and see what form the precise definition of these
workers and their supervision will take, as in amost all European
countries moves are underway to replace employed workers with so-
called self-employed workers.

Italy

Particularly during 2003 the Berlusconi government brought in a
broad range of reform proposals which were against the interests of
the trade unions and workers. However, following an impressive
general strike on 24 October 2003, the three main Italian unions
succeeded in nipping most of these proposalsin the bud. There are, it
is true, further legidative initiatives, particularly to introduce less
favourable pension provisions for public service workers, but the
unions have managed to fight off the attacks on a broad front.

In 2004, the Italian construction unions scored a major Success as the
construction industry socia fund managed by both sides of industry
was granted considerable supervisory powers to prevent illegal and
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undeclared work.

The Italian construction industry has bee