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market system) and finding alternatives made possible by 

political majorities and education of people.“ 

In this special edition we do not want to ignore legitimate 

criticism of Europe - or to be precise the European Union - 

in some areas of our lives. But: peace, prosperity and the 

guarantee of social standards will also only prevail in Ger-

many if Europe works together. IG Metall wants to work 

actively for a change in course in European policy - const-

ructively and attempting to find solutions to the problems 

people are facing. We can only achieve this by working 

together! 

An opportunity to do this is offered by the election on 25 

May. If we do not get involved, we will abandon Europe to 

those who are sure not to work in the interest of emplo-

yees*: radical proponents of market economics and right-

wing populists. They must be stopped! We need to speak 

out in favour of a politically unified, economically strong 

and socially just Europe! 

So go out and vote! To safeguard the future of OUR  
Europe!

Wolfgang Lemb

Dear readers,

Elections to the European Parliament are scheduled for 25 May 

2014. Some workers have adopted a more critical stance toward 

Europe as a result of the debate over the „rescue of the Euro“. 

But there are also many voices calling for strengthening solida-

rity with the crisis-ridden Mediterranean countries and their tra-

de unions. This is indicated by various analyses of our survey of 

employees conducted in 2013, in which there were both positive 

and negative commentaries on „the European Project“. 

On the one hand there are fears: „I think our own market, that is 

to say Germany, is more important for me than Europe“ or „peo-

ple in Germany should benefit from the prosperity we have 

achieved - we should not redistribute this wealth all over Euro-

pe“. Many people have become sceptical about the degree to 

which they benefit personally from our common Europe. We 

have to take these critical voices seriously. Often such statem-

ents are based on ignorance and bias, however, which is being 

additionally fanned by the public debate over the crisis in Euro-

pe. Some self-appointed „experts on Europe“ in the political 

arena are in the meantime of the opinion that they can get by 

without the European Union and without the Euro. 

This contrasts with positive voices to be heard from workers in 

our companies, indicating a different picture of Europe and the 

world: „We urgently need to offer better prospects and oppor-

tunities to young people in Europe, or better yet, throughout the 

world“, or „I am in favour of solidarity to surmount the crisis in 

Europe, or, even better, of combatting the crisis in a way that 

publicly addresses the real causes (for example the financial 

Wolfgang Lemb, Member of the Executive Committee of IG Metall

* When groups of persons and professions are referred to in the text, 

 both genders are of course always meant.
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FOR A COMMUNITY BASED ON SOLIDARITY –
 Europe affects us all 

Why is IG Metall interested in European policy? Quite simple: more and more European decisions have a direct impact on us. A large portion  

of products produced by IG Metall members are exported to EU countries. Vice versa we receive a large share of our imports from EU countries. 

Economic crises - regardless of the type and severity - are transnational in nature, affecting all of us. Working conditions have already taken a 

nosedive in several countries. To ensure prosperity and a peaceful future, however, we need two equally long legs to be stable: a growing 

economy and a social framework firmly based on solidarity. One leg only works properly together with the other one.

steadily from the founding of the European Economic 
Community more than 50 years ago until the outbreak of 
the economic and financial crisis in 2008.

European integration is a success
European integration is a success story for German em-
ployees as well: the sectors which IG Metall represents 
profit to an extraordinarily high degree from the Single 
European Market as a result of the high level of economic 
interdependence. Almost 60 per cent of all German indus-

trial exports go to the EU; of this amount, two-thirds to 
countries in the Euro zone. These figures are even hig-
her at those companies organised by IG Metall. That is 

why - and also because of the tremendous political im-
portance of political decisions „from Brussels“ - that we 
at IG Metall have a keen interest in furthering European 

integration along the lines of employees‘ interests. We 
can only defend and further expand on the economic and 
social achievements that IG Metall has fought for on be-
half of its members in Germany as a member of, and a 
driving force in, the European Union. The precondition for 
this, however, is that social and environmental factors no 
longer play second fiddle to the economic interests of bu-
siness enterprises, as European integration was precisely 
so attractive to people in Europe in the past because eco-
nomic integration was buttressed by structural and so-
cio-political advancement of disadvantaged regions. The-
se successes are today - in the sixth year of the European 
economic crisis - more in jeopardy than ever before.

Europe in the grips of crisis: alarming symptoms
Workers in Europe expect the EU to also be a community 

In the wake of the traumatic experiences of both 
world wars, a united Europe was a vision in the 20th 
century whose realisation was considered scarcely 
possible. Today the European Union (EU) is a com-
munity of 28 states with more than 500 million inha-
bitants living in peace. For its efforts to achieve pea-
ce, democracy and human rights the EU even 
received the Nobel Peace Prize in 2012. The EU was 
founded as a community of values based on the 
common conviction that the market economy needs 

a social framework. And, finally, the EU is an econo-
mic community with the biggest internal market in 
the world. The prosperity of people in the EU grew 

We, dependent employees, urgently need to close ranks 
with employees all over Europe.*
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rights are being curtailed and the autonomous do-
main of collective bargaining is being encroached 
upon on a massive scale. These austerity strategies 
are moreover - and this is a key point - not capable 

of producing any solution. On the contrary, they are 
exacerbating the situation. They are not a cure - they 
are toxically terminal and terminally toxic. 

offering them protection and forward looking social secu-
rity. In view of the billions that have been dished out to 
rescue banks in the face of skyrocketing unemployment 
in Europe, these expectations are being dashed on an 
ever-widening scale. Especially young people are affec-
ted by unemployment and the paucity of future oppor-
tunities. More than one in every two young persons is 
without a job in the countries of southern Europe hit har-
dest by the crisis. Even in Sweden, considered to be the 
model of a social state, almost one in every four young 
persons is out of work. The European Union was experi-
encing social disparities and growing inequality even be-
fore 2008. Riding the wave of conservative majorities in 
Europe, European institutions pursued neo-liberal poli-
cies, fostering radically pro-market forces. This goes for 
the EU Commission with its policy of deregulation and li-
beralisation. But the European Court of Justice also han-
ded down one ruling after another granting „the freedom 
of capital“ priority over the social rights of employees. 
The consequence of this policy? A frenzied rush for short-
term profits at the expense of long-term investment in the 

real economy. In the meantime the various European eco-
nomic crises have reinforced traditional scepticism about 
an overly shallow democratic dimension of the EU, fuel-
ling a broad scepticism towards the EU in general. Thus 
the European idea is seeing itself increasingly discredi-
ted, while scepticism over Europe and the advocates of 
re-nationalisation are experiencing a resurgence on the 
left and right fringes of society. This is also due to a deficit 
of democracy in European structures, as became appa-
rent at the latest during the economic and financial crisis. 
So-called „structural reforms“ are being imposed on the 
countries hit hardest by the 
crisis with wanton disregard 
for the people themselves, 
while national parliaments 
are frequently only consul-
ted with in formal terms. The same pattern is repeating 
itself everywhere: employees who themselves are not re-
sponsible for the crisis are paying for it through rigid go-
vernment austerity programmes while social achie-
vements are at the same time being rolled back, employee 

More influence on the part of trade unions on social and economic policy 
at the European level is needed to counter current political feebleness.

Every time production is out-sourced to China, hundreds of jobs are lost in the 
EU. Solidarity with Greece, Spain and Portugal instead of China is a MUST for 
the EU!

At a demonstration in Brussels a French employee can be seen 

who does not think a whole lot of the crisis policy of the EU 

Commission: like a boomerang, forced austerity will come back 

to haunt us all (literally translated: „austerity always flies back 

in one‘s face“).
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 The issue at stake is preservation of the industrial base 
over the long term, value-creation and innovative power 
in Europe. Only real value leads to sustainable prospe-
rity and sustainable jobs.

•  Jobs in Europe have to be secure and fair, and not preca-
rious or poorly paid. 

 We need stability in European labour markets once and 
for all. The same wages have to be paid for the same 
work.

•  We need more democracy and co-determination in Euro-
pe instead of policy-makers deciding everything for Eu-
rope‘s citizens. 

 Participation, democracy and co-determination at busi-
ness enterprises provide the foundations for a social 
Europe. This also requires a strengthening of the Euro-
pean Parliament.

Trade unions: European employees for Europe 
IG Metall works closely with trade unions everywhere in 
Europe. We consult with each other to develop joint posi-
tions - for instance on economic and industrial policy. The-

re is already a fledgling system of 
coordinated European collective 
bargaining policy. Our European 
umbrella association - industriAll 
Europe - has around seven million 
members from more than 200 trade 
unions. IG Metall works together 

with industriAll Europe to ensure that industry - and hen-
ce good industrial jobs - remains a key underpinning of 
Europe‘s economic strength in the future.

Knowledge is power
Almost 20,000 members of European works councils offer 
impressive proof: democracy and participation in compa-
nies above and beyond national borders is possible. In 
spite of language barriers, different trade union cultures 
and traditions they work together successfully. We need 
European cooperation between company staffs and trans-
national solidarity to prevent production sites in different 
countries from being played off against one another. We 
need to make a greater commitment at the European level 
to influence laws and legislation affecting employee inte-
rests. As employees we have to insist that the EU be a 
European Union of its people. This will only happen if we 

It‘s time to chart a new course politically: economic 
success is only to be had if the social dimension is 
not ignored. We cannot simply carry on „business as 
usual“ if we are to safeguard Europe‘s future. We 
need a sea change in Europe: 

•  We have to combat youth unemployment if we are 
not to lose an entire generation. 

 The guarantee of work for young people needs to 
be beefed up considerably. It is scandalous that a 
hundred times more money has been used to save 
banks than to combat unemployment among 
young people. Europe‘s youth are at least as „sys-
tem-critical“ as the banks!

• We need a growth impetus through targeted inves-
tment instead of one-sided austerity. 

 Targeted investment in promising sectors is nee-
ded to surmount the crisis. It is to this end that we 
propose a European investment plan.

• In Europe we need sustainable industries with real 
jobs instead of profit on the wings of short-term 
financial speculation. 

Trade unions need to have even more power in order to stop turbo capitalism and re-establish a social 
market economy in Europe one notch at a time. Solidarity is absolutely essential to a lasting peace in 
Europe.

IG Metall should take part more in pan-European protests and work more 
actively for a just tax burden and the financial transactions tax. We should 
moreover establish a counter-weight in the media to confront the propagan-
da and disinformation projected by private media.

The financial system is at the heart of the problem! Solutions are needed at least on a 
European, or better yet global, scale. Anything else is merely a result of lack of money.
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take part in decision-making processes, thereby making 
sure that our Europe - which is to say a social Europe - be-
comes ever more tangible. We must not abandon our Eu-

rope to business lobbies and bureaucrats. We can only 
achieve this if we comprehend how Europe works and get 
involved and help shape this Europe of ours.

Horst Mund Wolfgang Schroeder
Director  Director
international department department of general  
 union policy

Thank you very much for your survey. Forces keenly aware of the responsibility they bear in 
your country will hopefully be successful in helping steer developments in your country and 
in Europe in the right direction.

Enterprises operating at the transnational level 
have European headquarters. Information is pooled 
there and decisions made that affect all production 
sites. To be able to organise a counter-weight on 
a level playing field over the long term, iG Metall 
has to devote special attention to European Works 
Councils. It is only with solid EWC agreements that a 
social Europe based on solidarity will be possible!

Employers must be reminded of their social obligations and keep the interests of employees foremost in 
mind - otherwise I fear that living standards in Germany and Europe will continue to plummet and the gap 
between poor and rich will continue to widen.

*Source of personal commentaries on pages 4 to 7 and on the reply envelope: IG Metall survey: „Work: secure and fair!“, 

2013, total participants: 514,134, of these 69 per cent members, 31 per cent non-members.

Europe is economically strong. But we are not a 
social community based on solidarity. This is 
above all at the costs of employees and cannot 
be viable over the long term. Before trying to 
identify the source of the problem and what 
needs to be done, one should address the institu-
tions of the EU: these are the institutions that de-
termine policy in Europe and decide how we work 
and live, as 70 per cent of the laws affecting us 
originate in Brussels and Strasbourg.
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have a say?
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Council of Ministers: the role  
of heads of state and ministers
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Following the cataclysmic experience of World War II and the new global balance of power emerging in its 

wake, Europe entered into a new common future. Thanks to the desire for peace as protection against the 

Soviet Union and the hope for economic prosperity, Europe began growing together.

and the first supranational organisation ever. It was preci-
sely Germany and France, archenemies until then, that 
realised that they could only solve their economic prob-
lems jointly, becoming the engine of European integrati-
on. Coal and steel co-determination - the strongest form 
of company co-determination - was also laid down in this 
Treaty. 

The European Economic Community (EWC) was founded 
in 1957, with the main objective being the formation of a 
common customs and tariff union and hence the same un-
derlying economic conditions for its member countries. At 
the beginning of 1958 the most important compensation 
mechanisms went into force such as the European Social 
Fund and the European Investment Bank to support re-
gions whose economies were marked by structural weak-
nesses. Among other things this Bank has supported the 
new German Länder following German reunification.

More member countries for more togetherness
One engine in European integration has always been 
step-by-step expansion to include more countries. This 
makes it possible to open up a larger market for products 
and services and potentially create more jobs. The first 
countries to apply for membership were Great Britain and 
Denmark in 1962. Difficult negotiations and unclear ac-
cession criteria caused the process to drag on for more 
than ten years until both countries, which had in the me-
antime been joined by Ireland, entered the Community. 
After all this to and fro it was clear: the systematic proce-
dure for pursuing common aims, but also an expansion of 
the alliance, was in need of further refinement. The mem-
ber countries created new institutions in 1967 by merging 
the ECSC, EEC and European Atomic Energy Community 
(EAEC), which had also been established in 1958 (until 
then these institutions had worked parallel to each other): 
the European Commission, the Council of Ministers, the 
European Court of Justice and a „parliamentary assem-

As early as right after the end of World War II there 
were calls for a united Europe to be heard from vari-
ous groups and individuals. Survivors of the Bu-
chenwald concentration camp stated this in their 
manifesto after their liberation, for example. Wins-
ton Churchill, one of the most prominent statesmen 
of the 20th century, also called for this in a famous 
speech he delivered in 1946: The European family of 
peoples must not continue to wage war on one ano-
ther, he said. Rather, it must together build a „kind 
of United States of Europe“. 

Economic interests as driving force
In addition to this desire to safeguard peace, there 
were economic reasons which led an amalgamation 
of at first Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, Luxem-
bourg and the Netherlands to form the European 
Coal and Steel Community (ECSC). This was the 
founding organisation of today‘s European Union 

HISTORY OF THE EUROPEAN UNION –
 A path with many small steps
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KURSWECHSEL
für ein gutes Leben

49

bly“, which since 1979 has been the European Parliament, 
whose members are directly elected. 

The Single European Market and the Euro
One of the key objectives of European integration since 
1987 has been the so-called four freedoms: the freedom 
of goods, capital, labour and services. Since then every 
European citizen has been able to work and live wherever 
he or she desires in the European Union. The Treaty of 
Maastricht (1993) established the present name, the Eu-
ropean Union (EU), and brought people closer together 
through a common currency beginning in 2002 (the Euro). 

Maastricht set out new rules for accession candidates 
once again. These new rules were necessary, as after the 
fall of the Berlin wall and hence the opening of borders to 
the Warsaw Pact, an expansion of the EU seemed to make 
good sense. The Treaties of Amsterdam (1997) and Nice 
(2000) served as the foundations for additional steps. 
Like the Schengen Agreement, for example, which did 
away with border controls and laid out the foundations 
for the accession of ten central and eastern European 
countries to date. In 2004 an effort was made to expand 
the powers of the EU and give it a uniform structure and 
legal personality. Such major changes are subject to the 

consent of all the EU member countries, however. 
Thus far the French and Dutch have decided against 
this. 

A Europe for its people
As a result, it took until 2009 and the Treaty of Lis-
bon for the EU to receive a sort of constitution. The 
Treaty above all provides for more say by the EU Par-
liament. And there is now a President of the Council 
and an EU High Representative for Foreign Affairs. 
An additional aspect of major importance is the 
Charter on Fundamental Rights of the European Uni-
on, which spells out the rights of all EU citizens in a 
comprehensive manner for the first time. As we can 
see, the motivation for European integration was al-
most always based on the economic interests of bu-
siness or the member countries. The population was 
too rarely at the focus of action. This was particularly 
evident in the financial and economic crisis. It is im-
portant for the people of Europe not only to serve as 
guarantors when it comes to economic risks - they 
also have to participate in this success. We need a 
Europe for its people!

Supranational means „above the level 

of single states“ or „above the level of 

single nations“. When the EU in

its capacity as a supranational 

organisation adopts new laws and 

regulations, for example, these must 

be transposed into national law 

in each and every member 

country.

signed
entered into force
Agreement

dissolved on 1 July 2011

European Communities Three pillars of the European Union

European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) Treaty of 2002 expired

European Union 
(EU)

European Economic Community (EEC) European Community (EC)

European Atomic Energy Community (EURATOM)

Justice and the 
Interior (JI) Police and Judicial Cooperation in Criminal Matters (PJCCM)

European Political 
Cooperation (EPC) Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) 

Military Alliance West European Union (WEU)

1948 1951 1954 1957 1965 1986 1992 1997 2001 2007
1948 1952 1955 1958 1967 1987 1993 1999 2003 2009
Brussels Paris Pariser Rom Merger Single Maastricht Amsterdam  Nizza  Lissabon
Pact  Treaties  Treaty European Act
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THE EU PARLIAMENT –
 A good thing, too little power

Doing things in Europe together: That is the idea behind the European Union. Together we can pursue a common foreign policy, make 

our economies successful and (hopefully sometime in the near future) foster true solidarity. It will not be enough for representatives 

from our countries to merely hold occasional meetings, however. We can only achieve this through a common Parliament. Here is a  

cursory overview of the actors in the EU and then the answer to the question as to why the EU Parliament should have more power.

fused with the Council of Europe. The 28 respective na-
tional ministers for a certain ministerial domain get 
together at least every three months. For example, in 
the „Council for Economics and Finance“, the „Council 
for Transport, Telecommunications and Energy“ or the 
„Council for Employment, Social Policy, Health and 
Consumer Protection“. Here the ministers represent 
their country in an „assembly of states“. Together they 
lay down directives for Europe that are later transposed 
into laws in the EU countries (see page 14). And the 
Council of Ministers adopts the EU budget together 
with the Parliament.  

• The European Council: All the member countries‘ heads 
of government get together four times a year in what is 
also referred to as the EU summit. They coordinate for-
eign policy and are supposed to set the course for the 
further development of Europe (see page 14).  

• The European Commission: Every country appoints one 
person to this body as EU commissioner. Their task is 

not to represent their country, however. Instead they act 
as representatives of all Europeans at a level above that 
of the national states. The commissioners act to ensure 
that EU policy is indeed implemented in all the coun-
tries („guardians of the Treaties“). And only they have 
the right to take the initiative in EU legislative procedu-
res, i.e. they can initiate law-making procedures (see 
page 18).  

• European Court of Justice: The judges of the European 
Court of Justice decide over all disputes that arise bet-
ween the institutions of the EU as well as conflicts over 
the application of EU directives (see page 22).  

The Parliament is made up of parliamentary party groups 
Every five years citizens elect their delegates to the Euro-
pean Parliament. Just like elections in their own coun-
tries, most of the candidates are members of a political 
party. So there are conservatives, social democrats, 
greens, etc., from all the countries in the Parliament. They 

In the EU it is like in any other democracy: power is 
divided. But you cannot simply say that European 
politics work just like in a democracy such as the 
one you are familiar with in your own country. This is 
because the EU is first of all a community of citizens, 
and secondly an alliance of states. That requires not 
only a Parliament and government, but also additio-
nal institutions as well. Here is first of all a brief 
overview of who does what in the EU (see the dia-
gram on the right): 

• European Parliament: Delegates from the member 
countries form the Parliament, i.e. the „citizen‘s 
assembly“. That is a full-time job for more than 
700 politicians. Their tasks are distributed among 
three areas: laws and regulations, the budget, and 
checks and controls on other EU institutions. 

• Council of Ministers: It is officially called the Coun-
cil of the European Union, but should not be con-
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experts for some topics (see page 13, for example). 

Making laws: the biggest problem zone!
The most important task of a parliament must be to 
design laws and vote on them. At least that is what 
one would expect and is also familiar with from de-
mocracy in one‘s own country. Law-making is not yet 
mature in the European Parliament, however,  

form parliamentary par-
ty groups along these 
political lines (see the 
diagram on page 12) with 
their own „European na-
mes“. There are seven diffe-
rent ones at present. Here are 
two examples: the S&D is the „Pro-
gressive Alliance of Socialists and De-
mocrats“. There are politicians from the German 
SPD, the Italian Partito Democratico or the Spanish Par-
tido Socialista Obrero Espanol in this group. The Greens 
are called „Greens/Free European Alliance“. In it are thus 
politicians from the German Greens, the French Les Verts 
or the Dutch GroenLinks. So: whoever enters the Europe-
an Parliament on behalf of his party works there in one of 
the parliamentary party groups. The Parliament always 
has a president for two and a half years. This is currently 
Martin Schulz, a German Social Democrat, until summer 
2014. He chairs the plenary meetings and represents the 
Parliament in all matters involving the outside world, 
such as towards other EU institutions. At summit mee-
tings of the European Council he reports to the heads of 
state regarding the stance of the Parliament. On televisi-
on one frequently sees pictures of speeches and voting in 
Parliament. The actual work takes place in the commit-
tees, however, which draft reports on current topics that 

are then voted on in the plenary 
group later. The delegates also 

review proposals made by the 
Commission and the Council the-

re and the Council and draft a re-
port where required that will be pre-

sented to the plenary session. Trade 
unionists are invited to the committees as 

11

 there is no uniform European election law. The 

individual countries have different election procedures. 

In Germany, for example, voters can only cast one vote, 

while in other countries (Ireland and Luxembourg) they 

can check in several boxes. There are several electoral 

districts in Great Britain, France, Ireland, Italy, Belgium 

and Poland. The member states also decide the 

minimum percentage „hurdle“ themselves. 13 states - 

including Germany - do not have any minimum 

percentages which parties have to reach. 

In other countries there is a minimum 

of three or six per cent.

The most important actors of the EU. Many institutions sound similar. That is why the terms that are used here in this special edition are highlighted.

dubbed: „EP“ dubbed: „COUNCIL OF MINISTERS“  dubbed: „EU SUMMIT“ dubbed: „THE COMMISSION“

… governments. They…

Citizens of the EU member countries 
vote for their country respectively ...  

send their heads of state and government to 
the EUROPEAN COUNCIL 

… send their ministers to the EU 
Council

appoint one respective commissioner to 
the European Commission

... appoint their representatives to the 
EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT every five 

years 

... their national Parliament or their president. 
These once again form their ...  
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perform their function as people‘s representatives. IG Me-
tall has spoken out clearly in favour of strengthening the 
Parliament:

The European Parliament should debate its own Eu-
ropean legislative initiatives and be able to adopt 
new laws. 
The Parliament should have more rights to exercise 
checks and controls over the Council of Ministers 
and the Commission. (One good example of where 
this would be a good idea is European crisis policy: 
the ministers of finance and the Commission have 
seized the rudder and left the Parliament out of the 
picture.)
The Parliament should be elected with transnational 
election lists in the future. This means that party al-
liances would put up their candidates for election 
throughout all of Europe as „European parties“ ins-
tead of every country for itself. This would strengt-

hen the European identity. A delegate would then 
not be elected, for example, „for Denmark in the 
conservative parliamentary party group“, but rather 
simply as a „conservative in the European Parlia-
ment“.  

Distributing money and exercising checks 
and controls on others 
So it still does not look so good for democracy in Europe. 
Nevertheless the EU Parliament already has tried-and-
tested rights when it comes to money. All the states send 
the EU money from their tax revenue. How this revenue is 
then apportioned among projects, administration and fo-
reign policy is first of all up to the Commission. The heads 
of government then debate these matters once again at a 
summit meeting. Parliament has a say after this and can 
call for changes in the draft budget. The EU budget was a 
major topic in March 2013, for example. The heads of go-

because here someone else has the say: The Euro-
pean Commission. The Parliament is merely able to 
adopt laws or block them. It can, however, call upon 
the Commission to submit proposals.  It is true that 
things have improved somewhat through the Treaty 
of Lisbon: since 2009 the Parliament has had more 
influence because it also has a say in many more EU 
laws before they can go into effect. Agricultural po-
licy and immigration issues have been added to the-
se, for example. Nor will there be any single budget 
line in the EU budget that the Parliament has not 
provided its consent to any longer. „The power of 
the EU Parliament has been more than doubled by 
the Treaty of Lisbon“, was how the media heralded 
this development back then. Sounds good, but it is 
misleading because the Parliament is still not allo-
wed to draft any laws itself. Trade unions in Europe 
are demanding that delegates also be able to truly 

the President

the Council the Commission

Non-Attached Members

Europe of Freedom and Democracy

European People‘s Party

European Conservatives and Reformists

The Greens/European Free Alliance

Progressive Alliance of Socialists and Democrats

European United Left / Nordic Green Left

Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe

The greater the population of a country, the more 

seats it receives. In the Parliament, the delegates are 

organised in party groups from all the countries
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vernment had apportioned EUR 960 billion for the years 
2014 to 2020, with authorisation to only pay out EUR 908 
billion. (The gap results from the fact that more budget 
resources are always apportioned than are actually 
spent). The Commission moreover spelled out in precise 
terms how the money was to be distributed. The draft 
budget met with a storm of criticism, with the Parliament 
rejecting it and demanding more money. The gap, it ar-
gued, was too large. If the EU completely uses up the 
budget, money would have to be borrowed to finance it. 
Many delegates were therefore in favour of greater pow-
ers to collect payment. The delegates furthermore wan-
ted to make it possible for money that was not spent to be 
used flexibly. For example, to carry over unspent money 
from one year to the next and to shift resources between 
expenditure items. They were successful in this. They also 
succeeded in appointing a new group of experts that is to 
explore a reform of the EU financial system. The budget 
has remained at EUR 908 billion. One can say, however, 
that the Parliament has a certain say with regard to the 
EU budget. In addition, it exercises checks and controls 
on the Commission in the sense that it elects the Presi-
dent of the Commission. It is conceivable that the Parlia-
ment could elect the President of the Commission directly 
- without any influence on the part of the Council.  

FROM THE FIELD OF PRACTICE
Trade unions as architects of industrial policy
The EU Commission submitted a list of proactive industri-
al policies in 2012 (see page 54). It is the task of Parlia-
ment to state its position on this. Bernd Lange, Social 

Democratic member of the EU Parliament, and Reinhard 
Butikofer, Green member of the EU Parliament, coordina-
ted this in the „Committee for Industry, Research and 
Energy“ in 2013. Butikofer commented on the Commissi-
on‘s list as follows: „The question is not whether we will 
practice industrial policy, but rather what kind of industri-
al policy it will be. The countries have been practi-
cing industrial policy for a long time under com-
pletely different labels.“ A specific common 
strategy is thus lacking. The Parliamentary com-
mittee therefore drafted a supplemental paper 
with a strategy for strengthening industry and 
embedding it in a sustainable social and en-
vironmental market economy. Butikofer invi-
ted experts to round tables - for instance 
scholars, businesspersons and environmen-
tal experts - to discuss this. There were 
works council members from Bosch and 
Siemens there as well as representatives 
from industriAll Europe, for exam- 
ple. Astrid Ziegler, in charge of 
industrial policy at IG Metall, 
was also able to contribute 
the perspective of 

employees: „We need industrial policy to be steered 
in order to counter business‘ focus on quick profits 
by promoting the values of sustainability and decent 
work. This trade union approach is also contained in 
the report. Now the Commission has to react to in-
put from the Parliament.“

The EU Parliament is not allowed to initiate any laws of its own. It may merely accept or block proposals by the EU Commission. 
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 GREATER INFLUENCE ON THE PART OF  
    NATIONAL GOVERNMENTS –
The European Council and the Council of Ministers

Politically speaking, the EU is essentially represented by two councils: the European Council and the Council of Ministers. 

While the European Council sets out the rough direction of the EU, the Council of Ministers calls the shots when it comes to 

specific European legislation. This involves the foundations: Who has seats on the two councils? How do they make their 

decisions? What repercussions does this have for democracy and the social dimension in Europe?

ficial institution of the EU until the Treaty of Lisbon. The 
fact that it was able to play its crucial role as institution 
with its hand at the rudder of European integration was 
due to its composition as the “club of the heads”: the Eu-
ropean Council is made up out of the exclusive group of 
heads of state and government. That is why it does not 
need to have any law-making powers, either. All that it 
produces at the end of one of its meetings is the so-called 
“conclusions of the Chairperson”. These are not legally 
binding, but the ministers on the Council of Ministers ne-
vertheless stick to these, as after all their heads of gover-
nment sit on the European Council. In addition to the 
heads of state and government, the President of the Com-
mission and the “President of the European Council” are 
members of the European Council. The President is al-
ways an “external member”, which is to say he or she is 
not able to hold any national office during his or her term 
of office. He chairs the meetings and is elected by the 
Council of Ministers to a term of two years. Parliament 

does not have any say with regard to the appointment. 
The President performs a preparatory and mediating role 
in the European Council. It is often up to him or her to get 
the members together at one table. This is all the more 
important because decisions generally have to be made 
by consensus. Each head of state and government on the 
European Council has one vote. Thus even small member 
states have a strong veto position. Conflicts are inevitable 
from the outset. If no special meetings are necessary, the 
European Council meets two times every six months, 
usually in the months of March, June, September and 
December. In order to make sure that the “Club of heads” 
also remains truly exclusive, supporting civil servants and 
the public are for the most part kept out of the meeting 
room. The fact that the public is excluded from meetings is 
a source of controversy. Although it is true that a so-called 
club atmosphere is often needed to reach unanimity by 
means of compromises being negotiated in this small 
group without any public pressure, at the same time it me-

When the newspapers feature articles about an EU 
summit once again and one of the “family photos” 
(see illustration) is taken, then the European Council 
is meeting. It is an important centre of power becau-
se national interests – represented by the heads of 
government – coordinate things at the “European” 
level with each other. As a supreme-level institution 
of the EU, it thus lays down the decisive direction as 
well as the speed in which integration moves forward 
(i.e. how the countries “grow together”). This relates 
not only to the depth of integration through new tre-
aties like the Treaty of Maastricht or Treaty of Lisbon, 
but also the expansion of the EU to include new 
member countries. Additional tasks include the ap-
pointment of the President of the Commission (see 
page 18) and the High Representative of the EU. The 
European Council moreover negotiates compromises 
in the case of conflicts which the Council of Ministers 
is unable to resolve. The Council was not even an of-
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of a large number of preparatory working groups, 
meets on a weekly basis and usually negotiates over 
the decisions in advance, so that the Council of Mi-
nisters only has to make a decision. The Chairperson 
of the Council of Ministers, who is also referred to as 
the “Presidency of the Council”, also plays an im-
portant role. This office alternates between the 
member states every half a year. The representati-
ves of the country which currently holds the Presi-
dency of the Council chairs the meetings in the 
Council of Ministers and the preparatory commit-
tees. As a result, each country has the possibility to 
push its own issues to the forefront in the work of 
the Council of Ministers.  

ans that nobody on the outside knows who was in favour 
of which decision. This allows responsibility to be avoided 
and circumvented. This poses a legitimacy problem regar-
ding the decisions made by the European Council.

The Council of Ministers: 
The little brother of the European Council
The European Council differs from the Council of Minis-
ters (actually its name is: “Council of the European Uni-
on”). It is in charge of the specific details of policy, which 
is beforehand laid down in guidelines by the European 
Council. Although the Council of Ministers, usually me-
rely referred to as “the Council”, is a separate institution 
in the legislation of the EU, it is not always composed of 
the same persons, however. It meets in ten different com-
positions such as, for example, in the “Council for Econo-
mics and Finance” or in the “Council for Employment, 
Social Policy, Health and Consumer protection” (see Tab-
le 1). Each country sends one representative to a meeting, 
usually from the respective ministry, to the Council. 
Because the Ministers usually come from their respective 
governments, they are tightly bound to the instructions 
of their heads of government and thus also decisions by 

the European Council. If there is an impasse in negotia-
tions in the Council of Ministers, the issue is then referred 
back to the big brother, the European Council, where the 
heads of government try to find a compromise in a small 
group. Generally the Council of Ministers meets in Brus-
sels in its various compositions every three months. Only 
meetings in which the Council of Ministers not merely ne-
gotiates but also officially takes part in the legislative 
process are public. All other meetings take place behind 
closed doors. Negotiations are already prepared in the 
run-up to the meetings by the Committee of Permanent 
Representatives. As the name already suggests, the Com-
mittee of Permanent Representatives is composed of the 
representatives of the countries (and their respective mi-
nistries) that are permanently in Brussels. It is at the head 

General Affairs Council
Foreign Affairs Council
Economic and Financial Affairs Council
Justice and Home Affairs Council
Employment, Social Policy, Health and Consumer 
Affairs 

Council of the European Union
Competitiveness Council
Council for the Environment
Education, Youth, Culture and Sport Council
Transport, Telecommunications and Energy Council
Agriculture and Fisheries Council

Table 1: The Council of Ministers is made up of ten councils.
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1. A simple majority of member states (at least 15 out of 
28 states) and 

2. a majority of 260 out of the 352 votes distributed 
among the states (see Table 2). 

Both voting procedures also provide for cases of excepti-
on, however. This is where especially the smaller coun-
tries express their misgivings, as they fear that they will 
not have any say in decisions.

Inter-governmental and supranational
The European Council and Council of Ministers are insti-
tutions whose members are not elected. Hence there are 
no elections to the Council and the Council of Ministers. 
The members of both Councils are representatives of 
their respective member countries. Such institutions 

composed of the governments of the countries are refer-
red to with the cumbersome term “inter-governmental” 
(in other words, between governments). The situation is 
completely different with institutions like the European 
Parliament and the Commission. Although the members 
here also come from their respective countries of origin, 
they are not primarily national representatives, but rather 
European delegates and commissioners. Such institu-
tions are therefore called “supranational”, i.e. “above the 
national states”. The small, but fine distinction between 
inter-governmental and supranational is important to un-
derstand the constraints between which the European 
Union develops. These always involve what notions are 
held of a European Union: is the concept of sovereignty of 
national states to retain primacy with a certain issue  

Complicated voting process in the 
Council of Ministers
The voting procedure in the Council of Ministers is 
much more differentiated and complicated than in 
the European Council. It varies from one policy field 
to another. For larger fields of policy, decisions have 
to be adopted unanimously. This is the case, for ex-
ample, with issues relating to tax or social policy. A 
qualified majority” suffices with other fields of po-
licy, however. For a long time there were different opi-
nions regarding the coordination process and the 
question as to what this qualified majority should 
look like. Should only the number of countries mat-
ter? Oder what percentage of the population they 
represent? The lines of the conflict were between 
small and large countries. Now a compromise has 
been achieved: a decision with a qualified majority 
can only be made if 
1. 55 per cent of the member states consent (at least 

15 out of 28 states), 
2. and if these 15 states account for at least 65 per 

cent of the entire EU population. 
This procedure will apply beginning on 1 November 
2014. It will only be obligatory, however, beginning in 
2017. Until then any state can file an objection to the 
new procedure, in which case the old voting system 
of qualified majority then applies. This also consists 
of two criteria: 

The votes and percentage of 

votes held by countries in the 

Council of Ministers. This only 

applies to the old procedure 

of qualified majority, which 

may still be used until 2017, 

however.

     PERCENTAGE
COUNTRY         VOTES OF VOTES
Germany, France, Great Britain, Italy  each 29 each 8,2 %
Poland, Spain  each 27 each 7,7 %
Rumania  14 4,0 %
the Netherlands  13 3,7 %
Belgium, Greece, Portugal, Czech Republic, Hungary  each 12 each 3,4 %
Bulgaria, Austria, Sweden  each 10 each 2,8 %
Denmark, Finland, Croatia, Ireland, Lithuania, Slovakia  each 7 each 2,0 %
Estonia, Latvia, Luxembourg, Slovenia, Cyprus   each 4 each 1,1 %
Malta  3 0,9 %
Total number of votes  352 100 %
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(inter-governmental), or is sovereignty to be transferred 
to institutions lying above the level of national states (su-
pranational), i.e. to the EU level? This is the most funda-
mental question that has to be addressed when it comes 
to Europe. At present we have a compromise between 
different views.

Circumventing direct responsibility and blocking power
The difference between inter-governmental and suprana-
tional also becomes important in understanding the 
so-called “circumvention of direct responsibility”. This 
means that a government does not want to bear the bur-
den of responsibility for an unpopular decision in its 
country. So it circumvents direct responsibility by pushing 
for a decision at the European level. Here there is less pu-
blic scrutiny and responsibility can be assigned to others. 
After all, no particular government makes the decision on 
its own. It is, rather, “all of them there in Europe”. Especi-

ally when the Council of Ministers used to hold secret 
meetings in the past, it could scarcely be reconstructed 
afterwards what governments were seeking to avoid di-
rect responsibility in their decisions and which ones not. 
A third point is the blocking power of countries in the 
Councils. A few particular countries suffice to block a de-
cision. That is what happed in the Council of Ministers in 
1965 and 1966: This period is known as that of the “empty 
chair politics”. France disagreed with European policy 

and frustrated the decision-making ability of the 
Council of Ministers by not coming to meetings. The 
introduction of decisions by qualified majority in the 
Council of Ministers – as described above – weake-
ned this opportunity. Unanimous decisions are still 
required in the area of social policy, however. That is 
one reason why no compromises or only minimal 
ones are achieved in this area.

 

To make the confusion complete: In addition to the 
European Council (club of heads) and the Council 

of the European Union (Council of Ministers), there is 
also the Council of Europe. It is not institutionally 

associated with the European Union, however. It has 
47 nations as members and serves as a forum for 

debate over general European issues, but is also able 
to adopt decisions. One prominent example of a 
decision made by the Council of Europe is the 
European Convention on Human Rights. That 

is why the European Court of Human 
Rights is part of the Council 

of Europe.

The so-called family photograph of the European Council from October 2013, showing among other things the 28 heads of state and government.
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 GUARDIAN, ENGINE, GOVERNMENT –
  The three roles of the European Commission

The European Commission is one of the most multi-faceted institutions of the EU political system. Its areas of tasks are very 

difficult to delineate or compare with national institutions such as, for example, a government. It performs all kinds of tasks. 

This makes it all the more important to devote adequate attention to it and to know where the commissioners come from, 

how they work and what influence they have on our notions of a social Europe.

tegration” or not is a matter of controversy. Although on 
paper it has the sole right to initiate the law-making pro-
cess, it is scarcely able to take full advantage of its special 
position, however. After all, it has to closely coordinate 
its proposals with the Council of Ministers and the Parlia-
ment. The work programme it tackles each year is there-
fore also heavily oriented towards the Presidency of the 
Council. For this reason, independent efforts on the part 
of the Commission to deepen integration are not to be ex-
pected if they have not first been discussed in the Council 
of Ministers and by the national governments in the Euro-
pean Council. That is why the two Councils (see page 14) 
and hence the national governments are more deserving 
the label “engine of integration”. It is only when they are 
in agreement that integration can be continued.  

Guardian of the Treaties
The second term associated with the Commission, the 
“guardian of the Treaties”, is its most prominent one 
because it often appears in the media. This label revol-

ves around its special role when it comes to making sure 
that countries abide by the EU Treaties. The Commission 
reacts especially sensitively to national barriers in the 
Single European Market, in other words when there is a 
violation of the four basic freedoms (freedom of traffic in 
capital and services, freedom of movement of goods and 
persons). If the Commission is of the opinion that there 
has been a violation of European law, it can “indict” that 
country before the European Court of Justice. Over the 
past few years the Commission has often interpreted the 
European Treaties in favour of business and against the 
interests of employees. In many cases, the Commission 
believed that a country was favouring some enterprises 
and placing others at a disadvantage through statutory 
arrangements or subsidies. One of the best-known dis-
putes was the Commission versus the German Land of 
Lower Saxony and the VW Group in the case involving the 
German VW Law (see box 21). The Commission is also the 
guardian of the Treaties, however, when it comes to en-
suring that the member states of the European Economic 

The European Commission is the “old war horse” of 
Europe. Its origins go back to the “High Authority” 
created way back in 1951, when the European Coal 
and Steel Community was founded. Already at that 
time it was simply referred to as the “Commission” 
and has since then maintained its key role within the 
EU. This role can be aptly described with three terms 
that have become associated with the Commission 
over the course of time: the “engine of integration”, 
the “guardian of the Treaties” and the “government 
of the EU”. 

Engine of integration 
The Commission is referred to as the “engine of in-
tegration” because it possesses the exclusive right 
to take the initiative in the area of law-making. This 
means that only it can make proposals for an EU law 
or regulation (see page 24), which it then submits 
to the Council of Ministers and the European Parli-
ament. Whether it deserves the title “engine of in-
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and Monetary Union re-
spect the provisions of 
the Pact for Stability and 
Growth. The Commission 
monitors budgets and the level 
of public debt and in the case of 
a violation of the criteria in the Pact 
for Stability and Growth can initiate a pro-
cedure against member states. The Commission is 
also increasingly playing this role within the framework 
of the Troika, in which it along with the European Central 
Bank and the International Monetary Fund is responsible 
for the one-sided crisis and austerity policy in the coun-
tries under the rescue umbrella (see page 46).  

Government of the EU 
In addition to the right to take the initiative in making laws 
and regulations and the right to take action against natio-
nal governments before the European Court of Justice, the 
Commission also has a third important role that it often, 
however, plays outside the media limelight: its role as the 
executing institution of the EU. Together with the Council 
of Ministers it is in charge of ensuring that legal acts that 
have been agreed upon (directives, regulations and deci-
sions) are also implemented. In addition, it is also solely 

responsible for the money from 
the budget that it proposes also 

reaching the right places. In this 
connection the Commission is thus 

assigned additional importance in 
the administration of promotional pro-

grammes that are adopted and the many 
areas bearing relevance to support and promo-

tion such as, for example, research, education, the en-
vironment or also agricultural policy. In the EU’s external 
relations the Commission also behaves like a government 
towards the outside world: it primarily assumes the task 
of leading the negotiations. That is why the EU has had 
its own “Foreign Minister” since the Treaty of Lisbon. He 
or she is officially referred to as the “High Representati-
ve of the European Union for Foreign Affairs and Security 
Policy”. This person is at the same time also the senior 
Vice-President of the Commission.

The composition of the commissioners
The members of the Commission are generally appointed 
after European elections. The President of the Commissi-
on comes first. He is nominated by the European Coun-
cil. The European Council is at the same time supposed 
to take results in elections to the European Parliament 

into account. It is not clear at all what this is sup-
posed to look like given the various distributions of 
votes between parties, parliamentary party groups 
and possible coalitions. There is thus considerable 
latitude for interpretation. And the European Parlia-
ment merely has the task of confirming this by majo-
rity decision. The governments of the member coun-
tries then propose one commissioner each from 
their countries. The Council of Ministers and the de-
signated President of the Commission then accept 
this list. The list is in fact always accepted in actual 
practice. This means that the President of the Com-
mission cannot put together his team by himself, as 
he does not have any influence on the proposals by 
the member states, and commissioners of various 
political persuasions are always on the Commission. 
What the President of the Commission can determi-
ne, however, is the assignment of commissioners 
to respective areas. For example, who is to become 
the Commissioner for Competition or the Commis-
sioner for Climate Protection. After nomination, the 
“Commission team” is presented to the European 
Parliament and the commissioners have to answer 
questions and queries. Although the Parliament can 
still refuse to provide its consent, it is not able to 

one should follow the negotiations by the 

Commission with the USA for a planned Transatlantic 

Trade and Investment Partnership (“TTIP”) attentively. 

These negotiations are taking place behind closed 

doors, with information rarely filtering out to the public. 

Although the Commission asserts again and again 

that this treaty is good for business and jobs, 

it is silent when it comes to the “secondary 

effects”. This treaty must definitely be 

prevented from undermining European 

countries’ labour and 

social rights.
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term of office, it can be dismissed by a two-thirds majority 
of the European Parliament (once again only as a whole, 
however). That almost happened to the Santer Commis-
sion, which was involved in a corruption scandal in 1999, 
whereupon the Parliament threatened to adopt a vote of 
no-confidence and the Commission decided to resign on 
its own in its entirety. Decisions within the Commission 
are made unanimously in accordance with the principle of 
collegiality. In order for the Commission to know what line 
to take, the President of the Commission is authorised to 
issue guidelines. He or she may even dismiss commissi-
oners (of course, there has to be an important reason for 
such). The meetings of the Commission usually take pla-
ce once a week in Brussels or Strasbourg. Comparable to 
the ministries which the ministers have under them at the 
national level, the Commission has the “Directorates-Ge-
neral”. There is a difference, however: There is not a clear 
assignment of tasks between a Directorate-General and 
commissioner like there is between a ministry and a mi-
nister. The best-known Directorates-General are the ones 
for Employment and Social Affairs (EMPL), for Competiti-
on (COMP) and Economics and Finance (ECFIN).  

Too undemocratic, too radically in favour of market forces
Considering that the Commission plays the role of a go-
vernment in many areas, it is pretty poorly legitimised in 

democratic terms, as the European Parliament only has a 
limited say in its appointment. This accounts for a large 
part of the deficit in democracy in the EU. It is very difficult 
to recognise to what extent the will of European citizens is 
supposed to be reflected in the Commission. That was the 
whole point and purpose behind this institution from the 
very start, however. It was especially supposed to be re-
moved from the give and take of politics. Nobody wanted 
the Commission to have to obtain majorities in the Par-
liament. It was supposed to reflect the will of the mem-
ber countries, rather, in a purely technocratic way. Which 
perhaps seems to make good sense, but has nonetheless 
turned out to be a huge problem: the Commission has 
gained more and more powers over the course of time 
and has in the meantime become a decisive governing 
institution in the EU. European citizens should therefore 
be able to decide jointly what this institution should look 
like politically. Many people do not understand how such 
a crucial institution can continue to exist at all without 
sufficient legitimation by citizens and the Parliament. The 
political independence that was expected of the Com-
mission in its beginnings is also erroneous. It has in the 
meantime swung towards a radically pro-market line. In 
particular the Directorates-General for Competition and 
for Economics and Finance have become infamous in this 
respect. Several years ago the Commission wanted to re-

reject individual commissioners, but rather only the 
Commission as a whole. As a result of the elaborate 
nomination procedure, there is a certain pressure 
on the Parliament to provide its consent – even if it 
does not like some members of the Commission. If 
the Commission commits some blunder during its 

The seat of the European Commission: the Berlaymont building 

in the European quarter of Brussels. The name comes from a 

monastery that used to be located on this square. Latvia is just 

being welcomed into the Euro zone on the poster. 

2004 1999 1995 1985 1981 1978 1973 1972 1970 1967

José Manuel Durão Barroso Romano Prodi Manuel Marin* Jacques Santer Jacques Delors Gaston Thorn
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The Commission’s attack against 
the VW Law

When VW was privatised in 1960, 
the so-called VW Law went into 
effect. Shareholders were not allo-

wed to exercise more than 20 per cent of voting rights, 
even if they held more shares. The aim was to maintain 
influence on VW by having the law ensure that the Federal 
Land of Lower Saxony with its 20.2 per cent share and 
commensurate percentage of voting rights always had a 
veto right on all important decisions.

Nor was a simple majority sufficient for important decisi-
ons on the Supervisory Board. A two-thirds majority was 
necessary for these, which meant that shares represen-
ting capital could no longer simply outvote employee re-
presentatives. Like in all other cases of “golden shares”, 
the Commission considered this to be a violation of free-

dom of movement of capital and took legal action 
against it. This appeared to be threatening an espe-
cially successful form of company co-determination. 
First the European Court of Justice upheld the Com-
mission’s move, forcing the VW Law to be revised. A 
shareholder could thereafter possess more than 20 
per cent of shares. The blocking minority and the two-
thirds majority on the Supervisory Board continued 
to apply, however. Because the revision in its opinion 
did not go far enough, the Commission made another 
attempt. This time the European Court of Justice de-
cided against it. The Complaint by the Commission 
against the VW Law, which was actually unnecessary, 
is a good example of how the Commission is annoyed 
by too far-reaching protective and co-determination 
rights of individual companies.

strict the right to go on strike in member countries in the 
so-called Monti II arrangement. The action taken against 
the VW Law, against banks in Germany organised under 
public law and its role within the Troika underscore once 
again that the Commission is not particularly sensitive 
when it comes to social or employment policy. This basic 
neo-liberal attitude is not to be taken for granted. After 
all, in the past there were persons on the Commission 
like Jacques Delors who devoted much more attention to 
employee interests. If the Commission is to be adequa-
tely legitimised in the future – especially as a result of 
the constant expansion of its powers – something needs 
to change as quickly as possible in the way in which it is 
appointed. One widely discussed proposal is for at least 
the President of the Commission to be elected directly 
by the European Parliament without giving the European 
Council any say, so each party could forward their main 
candidates just like in national elections. The President of 
the Commission could then also put together a Commis-
sion team in line with his or her political ideas. Finally, the 
Commission would also be held accountable politically to 
European citizens. Merely “carrying on” like now will only 
heighten the feeling of helplessness and frustration on 
the part of the European population towards the non-le-
gitimised “bureaucrats” on the European Commission.

SPE – Social Democratic Party of Europe

EVP – European People’s Party

ALDE – Alliance of Liberals and Democrats for Europe 

EDP – European Democratic Party

The Presidents of the European Commission or its 

predecessor institution and the respective European 

parties of which they were members. The names of 

parties also relate to the predecessor parties. 

* Both presidents were only in office a few months for 

transitional periods.  

2004 1999 1995 1985 1981 1978 1973 1972 1970 1967

Roy Jenkins

Roy Jenkins

François-Xavier 
Ortoli

Sicoo 
Mansholt*

Franco Maria 
Malfatti Jean Rey Walter Hallstein
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through rulings handed down by the European Court of Ju-
stice and individual decisions issued in the area of labour 
law strengthening us as employees.

Criticism: an expansion of power that has not been legitimated
But one can also direct considerable criticism at the Eu-
ropean Court of Justice. Many experts are of the opinion 
that it is increasingly overstepping its powers. In doing 
this, it always plays one of the „aces in the hole“. These 
are the four fundamental freedoms laid down in the EU 
treaties as common European goals. Freedom of services, 
right of establishment, free traffic in goods and free mo-
vement of persons. This is all supposed to strengthen the 
Single European Market. When the judges hand down ru-
lings along these lines, one can argue that they are only 
doing the task that has been assigned to them in the EU 
treaties. This is a rather naïve view, though, as the rulings 
frequently address issues which are actually supposed to 
be resolved at the national level. There have been rulings, 
for example, on labour market and strike issues - topics 
which the European Court of Justice actually does not 
have jurisdiction over under the EU Treaty. As long as the-

re is no pan-European social and labour law, the Europe-
an Court of Justice should not be able to simply overturn 
protective regulations at the national level. What has hap-
pened here is that the judges on the European Court of Ju-
stice have assigned priority to the fundamental freedoms 
by hook or crook while simply clipping employee rights in 
the individual countries. To put it bluntly: the judges are 
pursuing policies in the service of liberal market econo-
mic theory, and not justice in the interests of the people. 
The trade unions are calling for a greater response from 
national governments against rulings undermining social 
rights that people have fought hard for. And to establish 
solid case law it is necessary not only for European judges 
to sit on the European Court of Justice. Labour law and 
social law judges who take protection of employee rights 
into account (i.e. chambers for labour and social law) are 
also needed.

TO SUM UP: The European Court of Justice believes that 
it does not have jurisdiction over issues relating to social 
Europe. Here are two examples.

The European Court of Justice (ICJ) is made up of one 
judge per member country. They are not elected, 
but rather appointed by their governments. Whene-
ver labour and social law is involved, the European 
Court of Justice takes action for the most part in two 
ways: either when a member country, the EU Parlia-
ment or the Commission files a complaint because 
another state or one of the national institutions is 
in violation of European law. Or courts in individual 
countries refer cases to the European Court of Ju-
stice. The European Court of Justice thus performs 
an important „referee“ function, and many rulings 
affect us all as EU citizens. Cell phone tariffs, for ex-
ample: mobile communications providers charged 
customers exorbitant rates for telephoning in for-
eign European countries for years. The EU Commis-
sion reduced these prices by issuing a regulation. 
Four mobile communications providers filed a com-
plaint before the European Court of Justice – and 
lost. There are many such rulings which we citizens 
benefit from in our everyday lives. Especially travel 
issues and discrimination issues have been clarified 

About 600 decisions per year: that is what is produced by judges at the European Court of Justice. They rule on all disputes concerning 

„internal“ affairs - cases where the EU treaties are affected - and „external“ affairs - cases where EU directives are not abided by. From the 

perspective of the trade unions there have been questionable rulings that do not strengthen employees in Europe, but rather only employers.
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THE EUROPEAN COURT OF JUSTICE:
 Rulings for all of Europe
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First example: the Laval case
The building company Laval, based in Latvia, received a 
contract to renovate a school in Sweden. Laval wanted 
to employ Latvian building workers. The Swedish trade 
unions wanted to force Laval to pay Swedish wages and 
blocked the building site at the school, which is allowed 
under Swedish law. The European Court of Justice held 
at the end of 2007 that this boycott was unlawful based 
on the EU Posting of Workers Directive, and merely the 
minimum wage or a wage set out in generally binding col-
lective agreements had to be paid. Collective agreements 
which only apply to trade union members, ruled the court, 
did not have to be applied here. Here one needs to know 
the following: in Sweden most employees are members of 
a trade union. That is why most of them are subject to col-
lective agreements. This also explains why Sweden does 
not need any statutory minimum wage or any generally 
binding collective agreements. This is a good example 
of how the European Court of Justice ignores differences 
in social policy between states. It ruled in this case that 
the Swedish trade unions should not have been allowed 
to protest. The building company was able to trample on 
the Swedish right to strike by appealing to European law 
and to practice wage dumping unimpeded with Latvian 
wages! The German political scientist Martin Hopner from 
the Max Planck Institute assessed this from a trade union 
angle: „The Laval Ruling is unfortunately an example of a 
whole host of decisions in which the European Court of 

Justice has encroached on rights to strike and autonomy 
of collective agreements in an extremely dubious man-
ner. The judges have moreover interpreted the Posting of 
Workers Directive in a very one-sided way as a Directive 
seeking to bring about the fundamental freedoms even 
though it primarily pursues the objective of protecting 
employees. The imposition of liberalization policy by Eu-
ropean judges is intolerable.“

Second example: the Ruffert case
The Ruffert case also involved a building company. The 
German company „Objekt und Bauregie“ was building a 
prison upon the commission of the German Land of lower 
Saxony. Wages were supposed to be based on local col-
lectively agreed wages. This is stipulated in Lower Sax-
ony laws on the award of public contracts. The building 
company, however, hired a subcontractor company from 
Poland which only paid half as much in wages. Lower Sax-
ony gave notice to terminate the building agreement, de-
manding a contractual penalty be paid. The building com-
pany took the matter to court – represented by the later 
receivership administrator Dirk Ruffert, which is how the 
case got its name. In the ruling handed down by the Euro-
pean Court of Justice in 2008, the building company was 
held to be in the right. So this was just like in the Laval 
ruling. Collectively bargained wages were undermined by 
European law in the true meaning of the word. Heide Ruh-
le, a delegate in the Green parliamentary party group of 

the European Parliament, commented on the case as 
follows: „politically legitimized labour law is being 
measured up against company freedoms and simply 
discarded. This is a deficit in democracy at the Eu-
ropean level. There needs to be a discussion about 
Democratic legitimation of judges on the European 
Court of Justice.“ The Laval, Ruffert and other cases 
incidentally led to massive protests by trade unions. 
The Commission thereupon forwarded the so-called 
Monti II proposal, which, however, worsened the 
already skewed relationship at the expense of fun-
damental social rights: the proposal among other 
things provided for a pan-EU mechanism to monitor 
strikes. Because this is completely unacceptable, 
the Commission had to withdraw its proposal.

www

Almost symbolic: the flags of the countries can  
scarcely be seen below the massive towers of the 
European Court of Justice.
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 EU LEGISLATIVE PROCEDURES  –
Laws and regulations: this is how it works

The European Union unifies the interest of all member states. In order to bring these together, the EU has special legislation that 

combines and takes into account the interests of its members while nevertheless also having an impact on the member countries. 

The member states then have to transpose EU law into their own laws.

in the form of the Council of Ministers. The European Par-
liament is therefore not the sole law-making institution - 
in contrast to “normal” parliaments.

Different legal acts in secondary law
Secondary law has various legal acts: regulations, directi-
ves and decisions. Regulations are the legal acts with the 
biggest impact on the member states. They apply directly 
and do not have to be transposed into national law. This 
is different with directives: with a directive, the EU sets 
out a binding objective and a deadline for transposition of 
usually three years. This is the form of legislation that is 
most common, especially in labour law. With a few special 
exceptions, directives come about through the regular le-
gislative procedure. Directives give national states a cer-
tain latitude in their transposition. Decisions are binding 
in their entirety and can be addressed to certain parties 
or to society in general. And then there are also recom-

mendations and statements of position. Generally these 
come from the EU Commission, but are not of a binding 
nature.

The regular legislative procedure
The regular legislative procedure is the most common. 
The EU Parliament has especially strong rights in this pro-
cedure. There are up to three readings. The Commission 
has the sole right to take the initiative and selects the re-
spective legal act. The Parliament and the Council of Mi-
nisters can call upon the Commission to prepare a legal 
act on a certain issue, however. And since the Treaty of 
Lisbon, European citizens can also call upon the Commis-
sion to prepare a legal act. This is done by means of a 
European citizens‘ initiative (see page 38). After the Com-
mission submits a proposal for a legal act on a topic, the 
European Parliament debates it and can either accept it 
or make proposals for changes (see diagram). Then the 

To combine and take into account all interests, the 
member countries of the EU have come up with uni-
form rules of the game for legislation. They have 
split these up into primary and secondary law. Pri-
mary law is derived from the treaties concluded by 
the member countries. The two most important tre-
aties here are the Treaty on the European Union (this 
EU Treaty lays down the foundations for the EU) and 
the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union 
(the TFEU lays down the procedures and tasks of the 
institutions). These two treaties once again set out 
secondary law. Secondary law is developed into dif-
ferent legal acts in so-called regular legislative pro-
ceedings by the EU Commission, EU Parliament and 
Council of Ministers. In all legal acts the member 
countries surrender some of their sovereignty over 
making laws to the EU. In return, however, they ex-
pect to be involved in the decision-making process 



25425

whole thing is passed on to the Council of Ministers. It 
can either share the opinion of the Parliament or intro-
duce changes of its own. When all of the institutions 
agree, the legislative process is completed after this step. 
If the institutions have different proposals, there is a se-
cond reading. Then the Parliament has three months to 
decide and three possibilities. Either it rejects the propo-
sals by the Council of Ministers and the legal act fails and 
the Commission has to completely revise the proposal. Or 
the proposals of the Council of the European Union are 
accepted without any proposals for changes and the legal 
act is completed. Or the Parliament can make new propo-
sals and present these to the Council of Ministers. The 
Council can then provide its consent, which would com-
plete the legal act, or make new proposals. This would 
send the procedure first of all to the conciliation commit-
tee and then into the third reading. The conciliation com-
mittee has the task of conciliating the parties. It is made 

up of equal numbers of members of the Parliament and 
the Council of Ministers. Representatives of the Commis-
sion take part in the meetings in an observational capaci-
ty. The conciliation committee is the last chance to find a 
compromise. Otherwise the legal act is deemed to have 
failed to be adopted. After leaving the conciliation com-

mittee, the proposal that is arrived at then goes back 
to the Parliament for the third reading and is put up 
for debate in the Council of Ministers. If one of the 
two institutions does not provide its consent, the le-
gal act is deemed to have failed to be adopted per-
manently and finally.

EUROPEAN LEGISLATION
taking the example of the 
regular legislative procedure

There can be three readings along the path from the idea to the act, which goes through the Commission,  

the Parliament and the Council of Ministers in a predetermined scheme.

THE COUNCIL OF MINISTERS

PARLIAMENT

Okay! Or wants a change

START

makes a proposal

Wants a change

1st reading

2nd reading

3rd reading

At this point both the Parliament 
and the Council can declare the act 
to have failed.

END
the legal 

act is 
adopted 

states its position

Wants a change

Okay!
Okay!

Okay!

THE CONCILIATION 
COMMITTEE

COMMISSION
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   TURKEY –
Probably the most important  
 candidate for accession

The EU and Turkey officially commenced negotiations over accession in October 2005. Accession by Turkey has been a subject of controversy since the 

1960s, however. This topic is the subject of a lively debate especially in Germany, not least due to a large percentage of the population there having Turkish 

roots. The Turkish economy has been growing rapidly in the last few years, and many well-known German companies are active there. Employees usually do 

not profit much from economic growth, however. The societal and political situation is being discussed not only in Turkey - at the latest since the Gezi Park 

protests. In the following is an expert interview with Nihat Öztürk on probably the most important candidate for accession to the EU.

years to burst like a bubble. The biggest handicap faced by 
the Turkish economy is the extremely high current account 
deficit of approximately $100 million per year, tendency 
rising. This means that the social security system has to be 
subsidised with billions from the government budget every 
year because too few people have employment contracts 
providing for social security. Precarious employment, 
agency work and exploitation are the other side of the coin 
to the „Turkish growth miracle“. „Neoliberal fundamenta-
lism“ – this aptly describes the economic policy and religi-
ous line of the AKP government. Trade union and emplo-
yees‘ rights are insufficient and are transgressed and 
violated on an ongoing basis. Well over half of all emplo-
yees only receive minimum wage, have to put in extremely 
long working hours and put up with very poor working con-
ditions. Turkey is third in the world in terms of fatal on-the-
job accidents – following China and Bangladesh.

So do you think that the growth phase experienced 
over the last few years is not sustainable?
Unfortunately economic development here is anything but 
sustainable. Many major projects and investments in the 
building branch were financed by loans. That is not sus-
tainable economic policy - it is a sign of megalomania. Tur-
key moreover does not have any efficient mechanical en-
gineering system to develop and manufacture innovative 
products, nor does it have an automotive industry of its 
own. It only has a lot of assembly plants set up there by 
international automotive groups, including suppliers.

What role do the Gezi Park protests and the 
allegations of corruption that surfaced in 
December 2013 play with respect to EU accession?
We have been witnessing how politically unstable the 
country is since early summer 2013. Turkey has moved 

Turkey has witnessed skyrocketing economic growth 
over the last few years. Is the country now ready for 
accession to the EU?

Nihat Öztürk: Turkey has indeed more than doubled 
its gross domestic product over the last 10 years. Per 
capita income has almost tripled on average. There 
has been sizable investment in the modernization of 
the country‘s infrastructure, while the economy has 
been placed on a broad footing. Turkey moreover has 
tremendous potential as a sales and investment mar-
ket – as a result of the geographic situation and 
thanks to a growing young population that is in part 
well-educated and consumer-oriented. In spite of 
this, the Turkish economy has many structural weak 
points that can rapidly plunge the country into a 
deep crisis and cause the „successes“ of the last few 



even further away from Europe with regard to freedom of 
speech, freedom of the press and the right to demonstra-
te. The Erdogan government‘s authoritarian and autocratic 
governing style is having fatal consequences, including 
for the economy. We are currently witnessing an out-and-
out stock market crash while the Turkish currency takes a 
nosedive. And we are also seeing a flight of international 
investors. If they stay away for too long or no fresh money 
flows into the country, the Turkish economy will collapse.

The accession of Turkey under these conditions is 
hence risky. Does Turkey have any better alternatives 
to EU accession?
An accession of Turkey in the midst of this political situati-
on is scarcely conceivable. But the EU cannot afford to re-
fuse to accept Turkey if it meets the conditions for accessi-
on in the future for economic and political reasons. I am 
convinced that Turkey is of strategic importance, has tre-
mendous economic and political potential and will help 
strengthen the EU through its accession. That is why Brus-
sels needs to send out a clear signal that Turkey will wi-

thout a doubt become an EU member as soon as the coun-
try fully meets the accession criteria. The precondition for 
this, however, is that Turkey pursues a resolutely pro-Eu-
ropean course and discards all ambitions of becoming a 
regional hegemon in the Arab-Islamic world.

Should negotiations be accelerated in order 
to bind Turkey more strongly to Europe?
That is a difficult question that needs to be examined from 
two sides: the EU is also a community of values. Politici-
ans in Turkey must understand that the criteria for acces-
sion to the EU must be fully and completely accepted and 
implemented before Turkey can accede to the EU. Especi-
ally important in this regard are rule of law and the gua-
rantee of civil rights, freedoms and human rights. The big-
gest impediment to deepening relations and accelerating 
negotiations is Erdogan‘s political course. Under these 
conditions, to accelerate negotiations would only en-
courage and reward Erdogan. On the other hand, young 
people, especially women and employees who have long 
since arrived in Europe and courageously and creatively 
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promote the ideas of the Enlightenment in Turkey, 
must not be let down by the EU. In my opinion there 
is only one way, and this is supported by us trade 
unionists: first of all, the chapters „rule of law“, „civil 
rights“, „employee and trade union rights“ should 
be negotiated to a conclusion so Turkey implements 
all these criteria in a resolute and comprehensive 
manner, i.e. in legislation and in practical terms as 
well. Then – but really only then – can the other crite-
ria for accession be placed on the agenda, after 
which further negotiations can even be intensified.
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 WORRIES ABOUT THE POCKETBOOK –
The European Economic and Monetary Union

What are the stability and growth criteria, the Six Pack, the fiscal pact? And what was the ESM once again? The plethora of new terms 

indicates that the European Economic and Monetary Union is in a process of change. To make sure that the social Europe is not forgotten, 

it is important to know in what direction EU economic policy is developing, as the Economic Community and the Euro are preconditions 

for a progressive and economically strong Europe. Here is an overview.

group. These countries coordinate their fiscal, economic 
and financial policies particularly closely. It is to this end 
that the ministers of finance in the Euro group and EU re-
presentatives meet on a regular basis. Because the Euro 
group is an informal body, it is not able to issue any legal-
ly effective decisions, however. For a long time its chair-
man was Jean-Claude Juncker, from Luxembourg, who 
was replaced by Jeroen Dijsselbloem, from the Nether-
lands, in 2013. Two other important Euro men are also 
part of this group: The Commissioner for Economics and 
Monetary Affairs, Olli Rehn, and the head of the European 
Central Bank, Mario Draghi.

A common Central Bank
Every currency requires a central bank as well. The single 
currency area therefore necessitated the establishment of 
the European Central Bank (ECB). It is now in charge of 
monetary policy for all the Euro countries within the EMU 
and basically performs the same tasks as the national cen-
tral banks preceding it. With central banks the question as 

to where their priorities lie is always important, the reason 
being that every central bank can do two things with mo-
netary policy: it can use a high key interest rate to prevent 
inflation from rising (at the same time accepting lower 
economic growth), but it can use a low key interest rate to 
stimulate economic growth (at the same time accepting 
higher inflation). Every central bank has to perform this 
balancing act between stable value for money (by keeping 
inflation low) and economic growth. Some central banks 
attach more importance to stable money value, while 
others are more inclined to encourage economic growth. 
The ECB is a central bank that has always placed a high 
priority on a stable value of money (in other words: low 
inflation) – following in the footsteps of the German Bun-
desbank. The ECB for its part thus always seeks to keep 
inflation under the two per cent target mark. 

Attempts to keep the EMU together 
The problem with a common currency is that one has to 
lay down the same key interest rate for all the countries in 

Just like with many things in the EU, there are also 
various names and acronyms used for the European 
Economic and Monetary Union (EMU). In German, 
for instance, in addition to EWWU (Europäischen 
Wirtschafts- und Wahrungsunion) there is also WWU 
(Wirtschafts- und Wahrungsunion), and sometimes 
even EWU (Europäische Wahrungsunion). In spite of 
the different labels, they all mean the same thing. 
Nevertheless, the term is often used to designate 
the common Euro zone as if it were the same thing. 
This is not correct. The EMU is an agreement bet-
ween all the member countries of the EU, who have 
assumed the obligation to coordinate their national 
economic policies (economic union) and introduce a 
common currency (monetary union). This means 
that all the countries of the EU are also in the EMU, 
even if they have not yet introduced the Euro. The 
countries with the Euro, on the other hand, are refer-
red to as the Euro zone or the Euro group within the 
EMU. At present 18 out 28 countries are in this Euro 
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ral years now to influence trade unions and collecti-
ve agreements through recommendations in the 
European Semester. 

Fiscal packages (the TSCG Treaty): At the core of the 
fiscal package is a general cap on debt for all partici-
pating countries. In actual practice this means that 
new debt is not allowed to be more than 0.5 per cent 
of GNP in normal economic situations. If a state’s de-
ficit exceeds the maximum level, sanctions are for 
the most part imposed automatically. For the vari-
ous countries, this Treaty means that they lose a lot 
of sovereignty over their budgets. Countries that vi-
olate the criteria are namely obligated in the future 
to submit their budgets in basic draft form to the EU 
Council of Ministers and the EU Commission and 

the union, regardless of how well or how poorly the indi-
vidual countries are doing. In the past each country used 
to have its own central bank and hence its own monetary 
policy as well. This meant that it was possible to use mo-
netary policy in a countercyclical manner: by making 
one’s currency cheaper or more expensive vis-à-vis other 
currencies when the economy was starting to sag or was 
beginning to overheat. This instrument is not available in 
a currency union, so it has to be ensured that the econo-
mies of all the countries in the union develop at roughly 
the same rate (referred to as “convergent”), with none of 
the countries straying too far from the mean rate. The 
members of the EMU have agreed on certain criteria and 
programmes. Here is a brief overview of the most import-
ant ones:

Convergence criteria: Also often referred to in the press 
as the “Maastricht criteria”. The Euro may only be intro-
duced in a country when these criteria have been met. 
The convergence criteria include the requirement that a 
country be tied to the Euro at least two years before joi-
ning the EMU, the inflation rate is to remain low and there 
is a cap on the debt level (60 per cent of GDP) as well as 
the budget deficit (3 per cent of GDP).

Stability and growth package: The stability and growth 
package ensures that countries also continue to keep 
down government spending over the long term as well 

and not only before they want to join the Euro. The packa-
ge contains the two criteria on the debt level and the bud-
get deficit in the convergence criteria described above. 
Countries with excessive budget deficits that violate the 
criteria can expect a procedure to be opened against 
them. If the situation does not then improve within a cer-
tain period sanctions may be imposed on them in the 
form of fines that can be set by the Council of Ministers. 
The same criteria apply to states that are not in the Euro 
group, but no penalties can be imposed on them.

“Six Pack”: Following the experience of the global econo-
mic crisis that began in 2008, the Commission wanted to 
issue more stringent controls on budget policy as quickly 
as possible, initiating six legal acts (hence the term “Six 
Pack”). Four of these legal acts were aimed at reforming 
the stability and growth package. Essentially, stricter ru-
les were issued in these reforms governing when and how 
a country is allowed to take on debt and providing for 
stronger penalties in cases of violation of the criteria.

European Semester: The EU member states coordinate 
their economic and fiscal policy with the Commission 
over the course of the “European Semester for the Coor-
dination of Economic Policy”. This makes it possible for 
the EU to check and review draft national budgets and 
reforms early on before such are adopted by national par-
liaments. The Commission has been attempting for seve-

The new ECB skyscraper in Frankfurt am Main. The still-incomplete 

building serves as a reminder of the tremendous need to move for-

ward and catch up in the design of the common monetary union.
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have them approved. The German Trade Union Con-
federation (DGB) and the trade unions within it re-
ject this pact because it one-sidedly dictates auste-
rity.

The European Stability Mechanism (ESM): The ESM 
is a new financial institution that is intended to sup-
plement the fiscal package. The idea is to use loans 
to financially support member states in the Euro 
zone that can no longer adequately finance themsel-
ves through government bonds. The ESM finances 
itself both through the member states as well as th-
rough the financial markets. Countries that apply for 
money from the ESM must have ratified the Fiscal 
Treaty. In addition, these countries have to accept 
stringent “adjustment programmes” that are first 
laid down in advance in a so-called “memorandum 
of understanding”. In its instructions in the Memo-
randums the Troika has taken action against emplo-
yee rights along a broad front in a manner much 
more severe even than in the European Semester: 
social rights have been rolled back, rigorous auste-
rity packages have been imposed on public services, 
leading to mass unemployment, the autonomy of 
collective bargaining has been encroached upon 
and restrictions on trade union rights have been en-
couraged.

Europe 2020: Europe 2020 is a ten-year economic 
programme. Its objectives sound promising: intelli-

Economist Wilfried Kurtzke is 
an expert on macro economics 
and collective bargaining po-
licy on the IG Metall Executive 
Committee.

gent, sustained and integrative growth is to be achieved 
through better coordination of national and European 
economies. The EU wants to pursue these aims through 
an increase in the employment rate and investments, a 
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, fewer school dro-
pouts and fewer people living below the poverty level. 
Unfortunately these nice-sounding objectives are being 
pursued with a completely inappropriate policy, the aus-
terity dictate and regulation of the labour market – ins-
tead of investing in decent work.

The Euro – a good idea that has been poorly implemented
The EMU and the Euro are important preconditions for an 
economically strong Europe. Industrial enterprises in par-
ticular have profited tremendously from the common eco-
nomic and currency area (see box). Although the idea is 
actually sound, criticism nevertheless needs to be direc-
ted at how it has been implemented. Almost all the crite-
ria, tools and instruments that have been created in order 
to coordinate the economic and fiscal policies of the 
member countries are based on austerity and cutbacks 
wherever possible. The persons and institutions in charge 
in the member countries and the Commission by the 
same token like to describe these measures as “without 
any alternative”. This is by no means the case. On the 
contrary, they worsen the situation: rigid austerity poli-
cies lead to a situation in which the member countries are 
no longer able to maintain their social systems. Roads 
start sprouting potholes. Education and research are 
neglected while a whole generation of young people is 

confronted with unemployment. Especially in bad times it 
is important to invest more in order to prop up demand in 
one’s country and not fall behind. A common currency 
area has to grow together in many areas other than me-
rely budget policy. Solid common social standards, an 
appropriate minimum wage, elimination of tax competiti-
on and astrengthening of trade unions/collective bargai-
ning autonomy are just as important as objectives that 
need to be coordinated in a common economic and cur-
rency area. The fact that these areas have been largely 
left aside shows how much all the talk about “no alterna-
tives” misses the boat.

Three questions about the EMU
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What has membership in the EU done for us? 
Europe has grown into a large economic zone. There are 
no customs duties any longer, standards have been sim-
plified and there are not even border controls between 
many countries any more. Especially in times of globali-
sation, economic development profits from a large single 
market. This creates prosperity and jobs. But there is also 
a shadow side. Gaping deficits in democracy have beco-
me evident in structures and decision-making processes. 
This does not mean competition between enterprises for 
the best products, but rather competition for the lowest 
wages, poorest social standards and lowest taxes. The 
state is at the same time being pushed into the back-
ground as an actor that can intervene to correct the mar-
ket. This does not mean European integration is wrong, 
however, but rather that it has to be designed differently 
in political terms and there has to be more solidarity.

What role does the Euro play for people in the Euro zone?
Travel to other Euro countries has become simpler. One 
no longer has to exchange money, calculate currency 
conversion rates or prices. The advantages to business 
enterprises are much more important, however. They can 
rely on a stable currency rate. Prices can be calculated 
over the long term, while there are no costs in connection 
with hedging operations. As a result, German industrial 
exports have soared. The economic and currency crisis 
has revealed another advantage. A lot of speculative 
transactions are based on trading in currencies, which 
means betting on rising or falling currency rates. The eli-
mination of currencies in the Euro zone has made such 

speculative transactions impossible in the Euro zone, 
at least between the countries in it. Design flaws in the 
currency union have also become evident in the crisis as 
well, however. Because adjustments in currency rates are 
no longer available to compensate for different develop-
ment curves in productivity, wages or inflation rates, a 
currency union requires that economic policy be coordi-
nated. The market does not regulate this.

The Euro zone is in a crisis. Have the advantages of the 
Euro managed to survive? 
Economic imbalances and debt have plunged the Euro 
zone area into a crisis. Some people believe one solution 
would be for individual countries hit hardest by the crisis 
to leave the zone or even to disband the Union. But steps 
like these would not solve the problem. On the contrary: 
given the high levels of economic interdependency, it 
would lead to considerable turbulence. The price of Ger-
man goods would skyrocket through revaluation of the 
currency, hundreds of thousands of jobs would be put in 
jeopardy. Nor would this put an end to the problems faced 
by the crisis countries. Although devaluation would make 
their exports cheaper and hence more competitive, they 
often do not have any efficient export-based industry to 
start with. The price of crucial imports, for example for 
energy, would shoot up. The debt burden, which after all 
would still be denominated in Euros, would be hiked dra-
stically through the new currency. Finally, these countries 
would become much more vulnerable to pressure from 
the financial markets than they are in the currency union.

As we have seen: Europe has its good sides,

but it also has plenty of design flaws. The latter 

have become particularly salient since the 

financial and economic crisis broke out in 2008. 

A few persons decide on behalf of many, while 

crisis policy is implemented on the backs of 

those who have nothing to do with the causes. 

But there is also progress. What is the status of 

social Europe at present? In taking stock of this, 

the following aspects deserve attention:

European co-determination policy: 

in order for works councils to close 

ranks and support one another.

Across borders to defy radical capita-

lism: the network of trade unions.

Success for citizens:

How pressure can be applied in the 

form of a petition.

Discrimination: Whoever degrades 

people is subject to criminal penalty.

Economic policy has left social 

policy twisting in the wind.

The impact of the crisis on social 

Europe.
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  EMPLOYEE PARTICIPATION –
 Expand co-determination

Europe is becoming ever more important to employees and their trade unions. Multinational enterprises have multinational staffs. In order for the 

rights of employees to be preserved in times of accelerating Europeanisation, it is important to venture a look beyond one’s own national borders: 

how do co-determination systems in Europe’s countries differ? What does Europe offer us in the way of employees’ rights? What do trade unions fight for?

European works councils: an initial step
The 1994 European Works Council Directive established a 
truly European employees’ representation institution for 
the first time. Its complete name is “Directive 94/45/EC 
of the Council on the Establishment of a European Works 
Council or a Procedure in Community-Scale Undertakings 
and Community-Scale Groups of Undertakings for the 
Purposes of Informing and Consulting Employees”. Nego-
tiations over this Directive were tough. At the end of it all 
there was only a minimum consensus: a European Works 
Council (EWC) could be set up if a company had at least 
1,000 employees. They have to be split up in at least two 
EU countries and have at least 150 employees at each 
site. This also goes for European branches of company 
groups whose headquarters are not located within the 
European Union. The EWC has to be initiated by the em-
ployees and their respective representatives themselves: 
100 employees or two employee representation bodies 
from at least two countries have to apply for it in writing. 
Then come the important details: tasks, rights and obli-

gations of the EWC are negotiated with the employer. If no 
result is attained in three years, the so-called fall-back 
rules (minimum requirements laid down in the EU Directi-
ve) enter into force: the company’s central management 
has to inform and consult with the EWC once a year on the 
situation facing the company and employment policy. The 
employer has to inform the EWC “in due time” about any 
extraordinary circumstances. The revision of the Directive 
in 2009 – officially titled 2009/38/EC – offered some im-
provements: it is now clearly specified what information, 
consultation and transnational issues mean, a right to 
training has been introduced and it is stipulated for which 
issues the EWC is responsible. Nevertheless there is a 
need to rectify additional elements: shorter negotiating 
periods, a true say and certain issues subject to consent, 
lower numbers of employees being required to found 
EWCs, the obligation to renegotiate and effective sanc-
tions if employers do not abide by the Directive. IG Metall 
therefore demands:

In united Europe there are many languages, tradi-
tions and even co-determination rights. The 
cross-border networking of staffs is tedious and re-
quires a lot of effort. Employers are also aware of 
this and some of them attempt to play off sites in 
different countries against each other. Just like this 
can happen within a country, it also unfortunately 
takes place across national boarders. National em-
ployee rights inevitably lose their effectiveness 
when companies begin operating cross-border, as 
the rights of a German works council member or a 
Swedish ombudsman pure simple end at national 
borders. Making agreements and arrangements ba-
sed on solidarity with colleagues in other countries 
faces employee representatives and trade unions 
with major challenges. A solution can only be found 
with common European employee representation 
bodies. These set up communication networks and 
employees are able to coordinate their interests and 
arrive at common positions.
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Information and Consultation Directive:
Minimum for co-determination
EU Directive 2002/14/EC of the European Parlia-
ment and of the Council of 11 March 2002 „establis-
hing a general framework for informing and consul-
ting employees” from 2002 sounds good at first. 
Companies are supposed to regularly inform their 
staffs about economic and strategic developments 
as well as decisions affecting the organisation of 
work. The opinion of staff has to be obtained. The 
Directive merely aims at the establishment of mini-
mum provisions, however. For this reason Germany 
has not transposed the Directive – citing the 
further-reaching arrangements laid down in the Ger-
man Industrial Relations Act (Betriebsverfassungs-
gesetz). In Great Britain and Ireland, for example, 
co-determination is very weak, as is the case in cen-
tral-eastern and southeastern Europe, where it is 
also the domain of company trade unions. The Di-
rective means in these countries that employees’  
interests representation on company level can also 
take place independently of trade unions. But the 
question remains: who if not the trade unions is to 
foster employees’ representation on company level 

• It must be possible to enforce European co-determina-
tion, not only information and consultation rights.

• EWCs and the trade unions need strong sanction possi-
bilities vis-à-vis employers that do not respect Europe-
an employee rights.

• Renegotiations of EWC agreements must be possible 
more often and the procedure must be eased.

• A statutory foundation for European framework agree-
ments negotiated by trade unions at the company level 
– with mandatory involvement of the trade unions.

Co-determination in Societas Europaea
Societas Europaea (SE), also known as the “European 
Company” or “Europa-AG”, is a new company form. A 
company with at least two cross-border companies in Eu-
rope can transform itself into this form. But what about 
co-determination then? This is set out in the “Amendment 
of the Statute of the Societas Europaea with regard to the 
participation of employees” (2001/86/EC). It is complex 
because co-determination rights, for example, depend on 
how an SE is founded (merger of two enterprises, a hol-
ding company, parent company/subsidiaries, etc.). What 
is most important is: just like with the EWC, co-determi-
nation in an SE is also primarily a matter of negotiation. If 

no result is produced after half a year (one year at a maxi-
mum), a fall-back arrangement takes effect. It works ac-
cording to the “before and after principle”: the way things 
were before at the company is the way they are after-
wards in the new SE. An SE Works Council (SE WC) is also 
appointed through negotiations. It has roughly the same 
rights as the EWC. An SE may have disadvantages for the 
employees however, as the degree of co-determination 
negotiated is “frozen” even if the company grows. Under 
German co-determination, however, the bigger a compa-
ny is, for example, the more employees that have seats 
on the supervisory board. (If there are more than 500 em-
ployees, one third of the supervisory committee mem-
bers are nominated by employees. The borderline for the 
equal number of employees on the supervisory board is 
more than 2000 employees). Several German companies 
have simply transformed themselves into an SE in order 
to reduce or even eliminate this co-determination. This is 
unacceptable. That is why the trade unions demand: not 
only the status quo of co-determination has to be taken 
into account in the founding of the SE – future changes in 
the number of staff must also matter. And for the SE 
works council there must be true co-determination rights 
just like with the EWC.
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about the planned merger or take-over since 2004 and 
also be consulted with. Both national employee represen-
tation bodies and the works councils affected as well as 
European works councils at the companies involved and 
industriAll Europe have this right. Although consultation 
does not involve the impact on employees, both sides 
have an interest in an exchange of information. The Com-
mission hopes to obtain a more precise picture of the 
planned merger. And the employee side can use the infor-
mation for the interest representation body at the natio-
nal or European levels. An additional positive aspect is 
that the procedure helps gain time with which employees 
can develop their own strategy. IG Metall demands man-
datory consultation with employees’ representatives on 
company level and their trade unions with a veto right if 
employee issues are not adequately taken into account.

Brakes in EU policy
In sum total, the arrangements described make it clear: 
while the integration of Europe in terms of the market eco-
nomy surges forward, co-determination rights lag consi-
derably behind. Co-determination is either a matter of 
negotiation or a minimum solution. What is the reason for 

this? Merely a few countries in the EU are able to assume 
a veto role in the legislative process, thereby torpedoing 
co-determination demands. And for countries with gover-
nments advocating liberal economics, an expansion of 
co-determination is like waving a red flag before their 
eyes. They believe that their competitive advantage would 
be undermined by more co-determination. In order to be 
able to attain any successes for European co-determinati-
on at all, proposals have had to be set as low as possible 
so that all member countries will consent to them or as 
little as possible has been regulated. The sobering reality 
is: advocates of strong, uniform co-determination rights 
for all employees in Europe have a tough time in the cur-
rent political system of the EU. If Europe remains on its 
neo-liberal path, European labour and social rights will 
take a back seat. That is why the task is to promote Euro-
pean labour rights with a piecemeal approach: grow to-
gether more, coordinate efforts and develop joint strate-
gies. This can only succeed through more say and 
involvement of employees.

No social Europe without more participation of employees.
The trade unions in Europe work not only for their own 

in these countries? Although the Directive stipulates 
minimum conditions for co-determination in Euro-
pe, it will not have all too much influence on coun-
tries that have poor co-determination rights. Or it 
has even been used to weaken trade unions, as du-
plicate structures for employees’ interest represen-
tation in the company have been created. 

Take-overs and mergers: not without employees
The Single European Market makes it easier for 
companies to take over companies in other coun-
tries or merge with another company. In order for 
companies not to have to undergo competition con-
trols in all the countries involved, a European cont-
rol procedure was introduced in 1989. The procedu-
re was updated five years later. The precondition for 
initiation of the procedure is that the sales figures of 
the companies involved exceed certain minimum le-
vels. The aim is to determine whether the planned 
acquisition or merger would constitute abuse of a 
dominant position in the market or not. European 
lawmakers have conceded employees and their re-
presentatives the possibility to receive information 
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participation rights, but also for those of employees in 
neighbouring European countries to be preserved and ex-
panded. The various systems of employee participation 
by the same token do not constitute any impediment to a 
social Europe. On the contrary: they complement each 
other in their diversity. On the other hand, the common 
European representation of employee rights must not be 
lost sight of. Common European rights of representation 
must not come about at the expense of national co-deter-
mination rights, however. National systems of employee 
involvement form the foundations upon which a social 
Europe can be built in the first place. IG Metall calls upon 
policy-makers to make a greater commitment to Europe-
an co-determination. An enlightened Europe that banks 
on participation needs common interest representation 
for employees. Otherwise there is a danger that social Eu-
rope will become a farce by playing off staffs against each 
other, while nationalist sentiment will mount. IG Metall 
stands for a common Europe with a peaceful future, soci-
al security and economic progress. Europe must offer po-
sitive life and work prospects for everybody, fight social 
dumping and make possible participation, democracy 
and co-determination.

group 5: EPI ≥ 0.8
group 4: EPI ≥ 0.6
group 3: EPI ≥ 0.4
group 2: EPI ≥ 0.2
group 1: EPI ≥ 0.0
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This map shows how strong participation rights are in the countries of the EU. (Croatia is not yet covered.) The countries with the most far-reaching 

co-determination are marked in yellow. Whoever wants these countries to “ramp down” their co-determination rights to “converge with Europe” has 

failed to understand two things: first that co-determination plays a decisive role in the success of a company. And second that democracy in business 

and economy is one component for a successful Europe.

Quelle: Europäischer Partizipationsindex 2009, ETUI
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Work in committees
As a democratic organisation, industriAll sets up political 
committees. The members report on their national trade 
union work and devise common positions for Europe: 
they discuss current issues relating to collective bargai-
ning policy, industrial policy, trade union policy at compa-
nies and the social dialogue at sectoral levels. The mem-
bers of the committees develop strategies on how to 
improve living and working conditions in Europe most ef-
fectively for the members of their trade unions. The Com-
pany Policy Committee especially focuses on coordina-
ting work at multinational enterprises. In crisis situations 
industriAll calls upon the Trade Union Coordinating Group 
in order to arrive at a common position quickly. The trade 
unions, whose members are affected by restructuring at a 
multinational enterprise, for example, then discuss and 
negotiate with the European group management of the 
enterprise so that they can prevent the production sites 
affected from being played off against each another if 

possible. This is because competition between producti-
on sites like this generally translates into a deterioration 
of working conditions. European negotiations are also 
conducted over the shape of working conditions, how-
ever: a trade union negotiating group is assigned this task 
under the auspices of industriAll and is able to conclude 
European framework agreements with a company group. 
These usually involve training of employees or equal op-
portunity at a company. In addition to the political com-
mittees, national trade union experts also meet on a regu-
lar basis in sectoral committees. The objective of these 
committees is among other things to recognise new de-
velopments and their possible impact on employees in 
good time. Only in this way can influence be exercised on 
the political level or on companies in collective bargaining 
in order to defend the interests of employees. Campaigns 
are organised throughout Europe to draw attention to 
precarious working conditions and other unacceptable si-
tuations in industry. Employees in all countries raise their 

The new amalgamation of European employees in 
the field of industry is called industriAll European 
Trade Union, for short: industriAll Europe. It is 
headquartered in Brussels. industriAll Europe repre-
sents the sectors of metal-working and electronics, 
mining, chemicals, energy and the textile, clothing 
and leather industry. Almost 7,000,000 employees 
are organised in this European Federation through 
their trade unions. IndustriAll contributes to sectoral 
knowledge and experience from everyday plant 
work at hearings of the Commission. It communica-
tes directly with members of the European Parlia-
ment and representatives of the Commission. Indus-
triAll furthermore works together with the European 
Trade Union Confederation (ETUC – see below) to 
ensure that the voice of industrial employees is he-
ard in the formulation of trade union demands. 
Because it is only by working together that we can 
achieve a social Europe and expand employee rights.

 EMPLOYEE SOLIDARITY –
  The network of trade unions

Industrial trade unions in Europe reorganised in 2012 in order to be able to represent the interests 

of employees even more effectively. Almost 200 national industrial trade unions – including of course 

IG Metall – now coordinate their activities in an umbrella association.



legislation. The Commission and Parliament can 
take note of these and adopt them in European  
legislation or regulations. The revision of the EWC 
Directive in 2009, for example, took place following 
close consultation with the ETUC and employer  
associations.

Out on the street with campaigns and „action days“
The ETUC and active trade unionists draw attention 
to unsatisfactory situations at companies and in 
economy for which European solutions are being 
sought in European campaigns. IG Metall took part 
in the Action Day for Youth Unemployment in 2013, 
demanding a change in course with vocational trai-
ning and work for all graduates of secondary schools. 
Each trade union develops its own form of protest 
for these campaigns and „action days“, but the mes-
sage is the same everywhere: we need decent, secu-
re jobs in a social Europe!
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voices loudly in the public arena in order to underscore 
their demands:
• for an industry that is viable in the future to serve as the 

basis for decent work,
• for European projects to boost resource and energy effi-

ciency, promote innovation and preserve nature as the 
foundation of our natural resources,

• for regulation of the globalised economy in order to pro-
tect employees from exploitative working conditions 
all over the world and

• for more democracy in companies as well through an 
expansion of co-determination so that the interests 
and concerns of employees are taken into account in 
the formulation of company strategy.

Influence on laws and regulations in Europe
The umbrella associations of the national trade unions 
have joined together in the European Trade Union Confe-
deration (ETUC). Its paramount objective is to defend a 
social Europe and preserve decent work at companies. 
The ETUC acts as the central voice for employees in the 

private economy and public service in Europe. It repre-
sents employee interest in particular vis-à-vis European 
law-making institutions. In addition to proposals forwar-
ded within the framework of the social dialogue (see be-
low), the ETUC is consulted with by the Commission re-
garding issues relating to industrial relations, social 
policy and macroeconomics.

On a level playing field with European employers
The ETUC negotiates with European employer associa-
tions within the framework of the social dialogue on ar-
rangements relating to employee rights and working con-
ditions. Multi-sectoral framework agreements have only 
been achieved in a few cases to date:  there are agree-
ment on telework, stress on the job and mobbing, for in-
stance. The implementation of these agreements lies in 
the hands of the national social partners. Here employers’ 
associations have proven to be less ambitious so far,  
however. The European social partners are able to exerci-
se more influence when directives are being prepared. 
They have the opportunity to draft joint proposals for  
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 CITIZENS‘ INITIATIVES –
Get involved by signing your name

There has been a new way to directly take part in European policy since 2012: citizens are able 

to draw attention of the EU Commission to unacceptable situations and hence initiate a change 

in laws through a so-called European Citizens Initiative. 

rope‘s citizens had not joined together in a citizens‘ initi-
ative to stop the privatisation of drinking water. This was 
preceded by pressure from the Troika (EU Commission, 
IMF and ECB) on the countries hit hardest by the crisis as 
part of their pro-business and anti-human crisis policy. 
These countries thought they could replenish their bud-
gets by selling water utilities – that was the idea. The EU 
wanted to leave the „basic resource of water“ up to the 
free market. The European umbrella association of trade 
unions in public service and the German trade union Verdi 
thought this was pure nonsense. Verdi coordinated pro-
tests throughout Europe in a citizens‘ initiative called 
„Water is a Human Right“. All EU institutions and the 
member countries were called upon to take action to 
make sure that all citizens have a right to water and basic 
sanitary conditions. And the supply of drinking water and 
the water economy must not be left up to single market 
rules. With the aid of more than 1.8 million signatures col-
lected throughout Europe, it was a major success: the 
water supply has been removed from the controversial EU 
Concession Directive.

Everyone needs water: we need clean water to drink, 
to cook and for everyday hygiene. And to irrigate 
fields and raise animals. For public swimming pools 
and industry. A handful of persons recently thought 
they had come up with a great money-making sche-
me. They posited „water is so important for every-
body, we can really make some money with it“, but 
did not reckon with the opposition of European citi-
zens who did not like the idea of their vital natural 
resources being left up to the free market.

Citizens‘ initiative: water is a human right
What began like a science fiction novel indeed beca-
me reality: water in Portugal became 400% more 
expensive than a few years before in 2013. At the 
same time in Greece: waterworks in Athens and 
Thessaloniki were put up for sale to private inves-
tors. Water as a commercial good? Anyone who can-
not afford water must beg for drinking water on the 
street? Things did not reach this point. This scenario 
would not have been inconceivable, however, if Eu-

www.right2water.eu.

The citizens‘ initiative continues
Easy enough: The petition against 
privatisation of water was a 
complete success for Europe‘s 
citizens. The citizen‘s initiative 
expects that the Commission 

will undertake 
new attempts to 
liberalise the water 
economy, however. 
Here is the current 
situation:
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People in Europe can put pressure on the Commission 

through a citizen‘s initiative. For this they need to bring 

one million signatures to Brussels.

So that is how it works
„It is encouraging that political discussions and decisions 
at the European level can be influenced by the new instru-
ment of the European Citizens‘ initiative,“ summed up 
Erhard Ott from the Verdi Executive Committee. The water 
petition has been the most successful direct democracy 
citizens‘ initiative in European history. It offers encourage-
ment to address other issues as well. And this is how it 
works:

•  All citizens who have reached the minimum age to vote 
in elections to the European Parliament can start a Eu-
ropean citizens‘ initiative.

•  A citizens‘ committee is responsible. It must be made 
up of at least seven people from at least seven EU 
countries.

•  A citizens‘ initiative is possible in any area of policy in 
which the European Commission is entitled to propose 
a legal act.

•  At least one million citizens from at least seven mem-
ber countries must sign the petition. This is also pos-
sible online.

•  Depending upon its number of inhabitants, each coun-
try has a national quorum. This makes sense because it 
would not be right for only some of the seven countries 
to have lots of signatures and others only a few out of 

 
the total. Many people from many 
countries must thus want the same 
thing. An example for a quorum is: 
Germany needs 74,250 signatures, 
Spain 40,500, Ireland, Croatia and  
Lithuania 9,000 each.

•  The initiative then has one year‘s time in 
 order to collect the required signatures.

After the petition has been submitted to 
the EU Commission, it has to respond to 
it within three months at most. If it does 
not want react to the petition – in other 
words initiate any legal act – it must 
justify its rejection in detail. With so many 
signatures, the pressure is considerable to 
also back any rejection of such with some 
very solid arguments!
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  BANISH DISCRIMINATION –
 Rules for diversity

Discrimination means treating one person worse than another one. As a result of their origin, gender, 

sexual orientation, age or an incapacity. Protection against this is a fundamental principle of democracy. 

That is why the EU has also taken up this banner – and is fighting successfully against discrimination.

discrimination. In spite of this the EU has done a good 
job. EU law is, for example, more progressive than Ger-
man legislation was until that point.

Directives create the same law for everyone. 
Four EU directives went into force over the years 2000 to 
2004, together forming a compendium against discrimi-
nation:

The Anti-Racism Directive (2000/43/EC)
The Framework Directive for Equal Treatment in 
Employment and Profession (2000/78/EC)
The first Gender Directive (2002/73/EC)
The second Gender Directive (2004/113/EC)

Every country has made its own laws on this basis, or has 
inserted the provisions in already existing laws. In Germa-
ny the General Equal Treatment Act came into being. The 
German trade unions evaluate it as positive on the whole. 
There has been criticism, however, regarding equal op-
portunity for men and women. The wording on this is na-
mely less clear than in the previous regulation set out in 
the German Civil Code in 1980, which was then elimina-

ted, and also compared to the wording in the EU Treaty 
itself. It is good that each country has had to establish an 
independent agency to promote equal treatment which 
people subjected to discrimination can contact. A legal 
expertise performed in 2010 examined implementation of 
the EU directives. Most of the countries have even excee-
ded the directives, according to the expertise. First of all 
because many countries not only apply the directives to 
labour relations, but also to other areas of life. Secondly, 
because the independent anti-discrimination agencies 
have received considerable powers and thirdly because 
many countries have specified additional reasons consti-
tuting discrimination as a result of age, gender and ethnic 
background, for example sexual orientation and religion.

Some stocktaking: not everything is hunky-dory. 
Laws are all fine and good, but Europe is of course a long 
shot from being free of discrimination. The EU Commission 
carries out surveys on this every two years. Most recently 
it put out the „Euro Barometer Special: discrimination in 
the EU in 2009“. This provides a picture of reality. 

Discrimination based on gender was already prohi-
bited in 1957. The prohibition was written in the Tre-
aty of the European Economic Community at the 
time. At the beginning it was not the noble values of 
justice and dignity of people that were at stake, ho-
wever, but rather merely economic interests: there 
was a fear that some countries in Europe would ob-
tain a competitive advantage if companies were al-
lowed to pay women less than men. Over the course 
of the years, the societal understanding of men and 
women has changed so much that equal treatment 
of the genders has been included in a comprehensi-
ve manner in EU law. Beginning in 2000, anti-discri-
mination laws were expanded as a result of lobbying 
work by interest groups: discrimination for other 
reasons such as age, origin, sexual identity and in-
capacity is now prohibited as well. That which young 
people in many countries of Europe take for granted 
today had to be hard fought for by Europeans to in-
clude this in EU law. And we should not forget that 
16% of all Europeans state that they still experience 
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to promote respect and tolerance on the job,

 IG Metall has been promoting the 

not-for-profit initiative „Respect – no room for 

racism“ since 2011. Because discrimination takes 

place – open or concealed racism on the job, 

just like intolerant behaviour towards 

homosexuals or people with an incapacity. 

You can find out what the initiative 

has to offer at: 

www.igmetall.de/respekt

her son. When she could take it no longer, she gave 
notice and filed a complaint against discrimination. 
The European Court of Justice found that this type of 
discrimination was unlawful because her other col-
leagues with children (who were not incapacitated) 
were able to arrange their working time in a flexible 
manner, while the plaintiff was subjected to discri-
minatory verbal stress. This means that protective 
rights also apply as a result of ties to another per-
son. Another ruling from Germany established that 
discrimination as a result of age can take place 
among young people as well. A woman was emplo-
yed at the same employer from the age of 18 to 28. 
Then she was given notice. The period of notice was 
under dispute. The employer counted the period of 
notice in such a way that the woman was only consi-
dered to have been employed for three years and 
provided a notice of one month. The ten years she 
had worked would normally have required a period 
of four months, however. Under German law the em-
ployer acted correctly because „in calculating the 
number of years of employment, time before turning 
25 years of age is not taken into account“. That is 
what is stipulated in the German Civil Code. Howe-
ver: the judges in Luxembourg deemed this arrange-
ment to be discriminatory. Which is to say a good 
decision for employees. Even if this law code has not 
been amended: employers are now no longer able to 
apply the „under 25 rule“.

• The persons surveyed from 
all European countries are 
of the opinion that ethnic 
origin is the main reason for 
discrimination: 61% believe 
that bias is rather commonplace 
or very commonplace. But discrimi-
nation also takes place because of age 
according to 58%.

• Discrimination is held to be present by 53% in the case 
of incapacity, 47% in the case of sexual orientation, 
40% with regard to gender and 39% with respect to 
religion.

• And then there are of course disturbing developments 
resulting from the economic crisis: the number of those 
persons experiencing disadvantages in looking for a 
job as a result of their advanced age is 3% higher than 
in the previous year (2008). That is a big increase within 
a period of one year, and as a result of the ongoing ef-
fects of the crisis this level has no doubt risen even hig-
her in the meantime. Discrimination on the basis of an 
incapacity has also risen during the crisis. When things 
get tough, are older people and incapacitated people 
the first ones to be put out on the street? Should this be 
the message sent out by a social Europe? In situations 
like this, even the best laws do not help if in individual 
cases businesses still select people according to pur-
ported performance criteria. Another repercussion of 
the crisis is rampant unemployment among young peo-

ple in many countries of Europe. 
Crisis policy thus far has discrimi-

nated against an entire generation, 
which is being robbed of its oppor-

tunities.

People are first of all left up to themselves 
with their problems. It takes a lot of energy and 

courage to fight against discrimination, and one has to 
know whom one can contact. Here there are, for example, 
anti-discrimination agencies, lawyers, interest associa-
tions or, in the working world, works councils and trade 
unions. Members of IG Metall, for example, can contact 
their regional administrative offices, which will then help 
someone satisfy their rights, in cases of doubt by means 
of court procedure, if necessary ranging all the way to the 
European Court of Justice.

Rulings establish clarity
The European Court of Justice has already handed down 
many rulings establishing precedent. One case in Great 
Britain, for example, involved the issue as to whether the 
notion of „reason for protection“ is only to be applied to 
a person who is personally affected, or whether this also 
applies to such person‘s family members. The mother of 
an incapacitated boy came to work too late rather fre-
quently and every now and then she took off work to at-
tend to the needs of her son. Nevertheless she was sub-
jected to derogatory comments about the incapacity of 

Respect! 
No room for racism

www.respekt.tv
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SEVEN LEAGUE BOOTS AND WALKING STICK –
 Market liberalisation and social policy

In and of itself the EU is a good idea: together we are facing the challenges of the 21st century. But somehow the European project 

is moving in a completely different direction than the one trade unions, full of hope, once had in mind. Why is social policy in Europe 

not really making any progress and why on the other hand is liberalisation of the Single Market leaving us dazed in the dust?

In seven league boots towards a liberal economic union
One central motif in the common European project has al-
ways been an increase in general prosperity. Already back 
in the early 1950s it was recognised that opposition to a 
political union was much too great. That is why the focus 
was placed more on the economic area in the hope that 
the rest would somehow follow. After the elimination of 
customs borders, establishment of a free-trade zone, a 
common single market and, finally, the monetary union, 
the EU has in the meantime become a very close-knit eco-
nomic unit. This development has taken place in not even 
50 years since the founding of the common customs uni-
on. What issues have come up in economic life through 
the elimination of borders over time can be recognised 
in the four fundamental freedoms of the single European 
economic zone.
•  Freedom of traffic in goods: If there is free traffic in 

goods, what does this mean for national standards pro-
tecting food?

•  Free movement of persons: If people are allowed to live 
and work anywhere in the EU, where are they actually 

supposed to pay taxes and where do they have a claim 
to social benefits, for example health care?

•  Free traffic in services: If services are offered in another 
country, what is the situation with standards of protec-
tion such as minimum wages and occupational health & 
safety in one‘s own country?

•  Free movement of capital: if companies are able to es-
tablish their main offices anywhere in Europe, which 
co-determination rights or tax laws are supposed to 
apply?

Many of the questions, for example involving the pro-
tection of food, have been clarified pretty well over time 
because agreements could be reached quite quickly. It 
is nevertheless evident: the elimination of borders also 
always means the loss of national standards. If no sub-
stitute is provided at the European level, this means that 
companies will relocate their production or use labour 
wherever the lowest wages prevail or lowest taxes are im-
posed and wherever there is no occupational health & sa-
fety or co-determination. This sets in motion competition 
between countries to lower their social standards in order 

At the end of the 1980s, the President of the Commis-
sion at the time, Jacques Delors, coined the term „Eu-
ropean social model“ in the debate over the future 
development of Europe. With this term he combined 
the demand for the economic union to finally esta-
blish a social policy in the union at the same time. 
Both were supposed to develop at the same speed 
as a result of the elimination of national borders and 
create a strong social community based on the mo-
del provided by national welfare states. In February 
2012 the ECB President and former vice president of 
Goldman Sachs International, Mario Draghi, drew a 
preliminary balance sheet on this, stating: the Euro-
pean social model is a thing of the past. By that he 
meant not only the common European social policy, 
but also the national welfare state. Are things real-
ly that bad with respect to the European project for 
a European social model that Jacques Delors once 
hoped for?



Anti-discrimination directi-
ves: the fight against discri-

mination has been one of the 
most important areas of social 

policy activity by the EU so far (see 
pages 40–41).

Directives on labour law and industrial relations: 
labour law has always been one of the most contro-
versial areas in the EU and at the same time an area 
in which there is the greatest need for regulation as a 
result of free movement of capital, services and per-
sons. Down to the present there have only been spo-
radic attempts at regulation, but no uniform Europe-
an labour law. Important progress was made in the 
Posting Directive, which was supposed to establish 
that in the case of services between two countries, 
the rules in the target country apply. This was meant 
to combat wage dumping. Unfortunately the law still 
has gaping holes in it. In addition to the very import-
ant regulations on new forms of European co-deter-
mination (see pages 32 – 35) the EU has also created 
additional European occupational health & safety 
rights: For example directives on protection of mo-
thers, protection of youth or restrictions on working 
times.

to remain competitive vis-à-vis their neighbours. This is a 
recipe for how to turn an economic union into a union of 
wage dumping.

Social policy: limping along behind
To stem the tide of this process, it is necessary to coordi-
nate things at the European level and devise new common 
standards. The EU has made progress in some areas here. 
In the meantime there are several institutions, procedu-
res, directives and financial instruments that make up the 
social political dimension of the EU:

The Open Method of Coordination (OMC) is a procedure 
for the coordination of certain policy areas such as soci-
al policy. Because the EU does not have powers in many 
areas of policy allowing it to issue „hard“ directives, the 
OMC was launched in order to coordinate things in this 
area of policy as well. The Council of Ministers elaborates 
objectives which the states are supposed to implement, 
with implementation once again being monitored by the 
Commission based on certain indicators. At the same 
time, individual countries can learn from each other – for 
example how they can combat unemployment. This is at 
the same time a very „soft“ type of coordination, as the-
re are no sanctions on countries that fail to meet certain 
criteria.

The European social dialogue 
is a procedure for negotiating 
agreements between employers 
and employees. The social dialo-
gue is set out in the EU treaties and 
is there in order to ensure consultation 
prior to legislative initiatives as well as en-
able the initiative to be taken for legislative decisions in 
some areas of social policy as well. The European social 
dialogue first of all covers several sectors: the European 
umbrella associations of the trade unions and emplo-
yers associations, the European Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ETUC) and BUSINESSEUROPE are mainly in charge 
of this. But there is also a social dialogue at the secto-
ral level: in these negotiations the European trade union 
confederations in the respective sectors are responsible. 
The industrial trade unions have amalgamated in indust-
riAll. The social dialogue came under heavy attack from 
the President of the Commission, Barroso, in 2013. After 
wearying negotiations, the social partners finally agreed 
on new occupational health & safety rules for haircutters 
throughout Europe. In spite of this, Barroso blocked the 
decision. This was a unique occurrence up until that point 
in time, in which the Commission questioned the import-
ance of the social dialogue. How things continue awaits to 
be seen in the new EU legislative period.
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in 2012 the Commission forwarded an especially 

outrageous proposal. Dubbed Monti II (after the 

head of the Italian Government, Mario Monti)  the 

proposal provided among other things for a 

restriction on the right to strike if the reason for such 

was implementation of the free market in the EU. 

This was a radical encroachment on the 

fundamental right to strike. Following noisy and 

united protest from the European trade unions, 

the Commission had to withdraw its 

proposal with its tail 

between its legs.



The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the European Uni-
on: except for the United Kingdom, Poland and the Czech 
Republic, all the member countries also accepted a Char-
ter of Fundamental Rights with the Treaty of Lisbon (2009), 
which includes classic human and civil rights along with 
additional political, economic and social rights. With re-
gard to social issues, it is oriented towards the „Europe-
an Social Charter“, which entered into force back in 1965. 
The Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU encompasses 
among other things the right to collective bargaining and 
the right of employees to information and consultation. 
Although it is not part of the treaties, it is nevertheless 
binding.

The European Social Fund: The Social Fund is a sort of 
social promotional program. The member countries effect 
regular payments into the fund, which then uses these re-
sources, for example, to support initial and further training 
of unemployed persons or for projects in structurally weak 
regions of the EU. It is supplemented by the „European 
Fund for Adjustment to Globalisation“. This helps reinte-
grate employees who have lost their jobs „as a result of 
globalisation“. Germany has also made use of these funds 
when production sites have been relocated.

The two speeds of European integration
Even though there are the aforementioned social policy 

measures in the EU, the social dimension at the European 
level can scarcely compensate for the impact of the rapid 
development of the European internal market. It would ap-
pear that the two dimensions are developing at two diffe-
rent speeds: while the economic side of European integra-
tion is racing over the hills, the social policy one is lagging 
far behind. Why is it this way? One of the most important 
reasons for this is that the European Union only has very 
few powers in the social policy area. These have for the 
most part remained the prerogative of the member states. 
But even when an effort is made to create new social politi-
cal rules in areas in which the EU does have powers, either 
no agreement is reached or only a minimum consensus. 
Imagine, for example, that countries have to agree upon 
one single tax rate for the entire EU so that no company 
has any incentive to relocate its headquarters to another 
country. In such cases, countries with low tax rates block 
any legislation that would be disadvantageous to them. 
This is possible through the Council of Ministers, in which 
only a few countries can successfully block decisions. If 
it was then proposed for countries with high tax rates to 
pay compensation to countries with low tax rates in return, 
countries with high tax rates would of course refuse. This 
underscores why policy-making that seeks to establish 
new arrangements in areas of social policy where there is 
considerable conflict and competition has a difficult time. 
This also applies to the social dialogue. In order for good 

Demonstration in Brussels for the right of employees in Europe 

and against the austerity policy of the Troika. The diversity of 

the trade unions gives rise to hope that a social Europe will be 

possible.
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agreements to be made here, actors also have to abide 
by agreements and work constructively with each other. 
The social dialogue is for the most part voluntary. This 
means that if employers do not want social policy to pro-
duce any new laws or regulations, they can simply break 
off negotiations and that‘s that. This is why hopes on the 
part of trade unions associated with social policy instru-
ments such as the European Social Dialogue have almost 
without exception been frustrated.

Are there really no alternatives?
But it would be overly simple to look for responsibility for 
the social deficit only in the political system of the EU its-
elf. Policy is made by people with notions of what Europe 
should look like in the Commission, the European Court of 
Justice, the Council of Ministers and in the ECB. Unfortu-
nately these notions are very often dominated by a radical 
free-market philosophy.  There is no other way to explain 
the current crisis policy, attacks against the VW Act or 
against the autonomy of collective bargaining. 

This also means, however, that the course which the EU 
has opted for is not without alternative. It can be steered 
in another direction through elections and elsewhere. The 
wide variety of demonstrations against the liberalisation 
plans of the Commission, European citizens‘ initiatives 
against the privatisation of the water economy or the 

back-pedaling of the Commission with respect to the free 
trade agreement with the USA are examples of how an 
awakened European public can protect Europe from social 
policy demise. IG Metall fights for this in closed ranks with 
the other trade unions of Europe.

How the Commission sees social 
policy
The EU Commissioner for Employ-

ment, Social Affairs and Integration, Laszlo Andor, set 
out some ambitious goals in his term. The first drafts for 
a strengthening of the social dimension sounded promi-
sing: a criticism of the neoliberal logic of Commission po-
licy and good specific proposals to strengthen the social 
dimension. But the Commission and Council negated the-
se one by one. What remained was a notice by the Com-
mission on the „strengthening of the social dimension of 
the economic and monetary union“. A paper that was not 
worthy of the name. One of the goals contained within it 
was the „scoreboard“ in which employment policy is to 
be measured in a uniform manner in the member coun-
tries in the future. Recommendations for actions are to be 
devised within the framework of the European Semester 
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for the member countries. Although this is generally 
speaking positive, the objectives set out for emplo-
yment policy face off against budgetary targets for 
the EU which are attached much more importance. 
When it comes to combating unemployment among 
youth with more budget resources or saving on bud-
get expenditures, austerity policy will be attached 
priority in the future. Another example is the inten-
ded strengthening of the social dialogue. Although 
it is generally speaking good for the social partners 
to have more say, „more say“ for the Commission 
means that the frequency of meetings is increased. 
It would be much more important for the social 
partners, for instance, to be involved in the decisi-
on-making process at an early stage. It would appear 
that the social partners are being led along merely 
to legitimise neoliberal crisis policy. Both examples 
show that little has changed with regard to the neoli-
beral attitude of the Commission. When it talks about 
„strengthening the social dimension“ it is actually 
simply playing with labels. This becomes all too cle-
ar when the Commission interprets the devastating 
crisis policy of the Troika to be an important element 
in a social Europe. This shows what the Commission 
conceives social policy to be: social policy is cost po-
licy. Costs that have to be reduced.
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 HOW THE CRISIS HAS EUROPE IN ITS CLUTCHES –
And that is how the social dimension is lost

The economic and financial crisis has preoccupied us since the end of 2008, i.e. when the American bank Lehman Brothers 

went bankrupt, triggering the biggest world economic, monetary and debt crisis in human memory. While German companies 

were able to avert the worst of it, including thanks to pressure by IG Metall, in particular the southern EU countries are 

completely in the grips of the crisis, where it is eroding social standards.

tion and shady transactions on the financial markets.  
They did not have the interests of normal employees on 
their radar, however. And even if the fabulous lottery has 
a bloodied nose now, the philosophy underlying the fee-
ding frenzy still dominates the agenda. It is for this reason 
that it is so important to especially not give up, but rather 
to identify the causal agents by name and make them as-
sume their responsibility in it all.

Save, save, save:
This is how the EU intends to emerge from the crisis
Hundreds of thousands of people who in the meantime 
are living below the poverty level: this is the result of a 
mistaken crisis policy. The crisis can only be weathered if 
prospects are created for growth and jobs. The opposite 
is being required of the crisis countries: save, save, save. 
How are we supposed to find a way out of the crisis if 
everybody is tightening their belts? The state is supposed 

to save because it had to take on debt to save the banks 
and is going about this above all by reducing social ex-
penditures and pensions, not investing anything any 
more in infrastructure such as schools or transport and 
cutting salaries of public service employees. Industrial 
enterprises are saving and not investing any more becau-
se they cannot sell their products and because they are 
not getting any more loans. And employees? They cannot 
spend any money because they have lost their jobs or 
their employers have cut their wages. Saving is a vicious 
cycle because if everyone saves there is no end to the cri-
sis. Of course it is necessary for the state to put its budget 
in order. The question is, however, how it is to go about 
doing this and who is to bear the dis-advantages in the 
end? This crisis policy is being pushed by EU institutions, 
with the German government playing a dominant role in 
the policy. This has led to Germany not only being admi-
red by its neighbours, but also arousing scepticism and 

Actually the EU is supposed to bring about a conver-
gence in living conditions among the various mem-
ber countries. That is why the trade unions have 
supported economic and social integration of Euro-
pe from the very beginning. With the crisis, however, 
this goal has become very distant – Europe is drif-
ting apart. The crisis has also turned into a serious 
social crisis in Greece, Ireland, Italy, Portugal, Cyp-
rus and Spain: people there are under enormous 
pressure. Unemployment is rising to new records 
every month – never before have so many people in 
the EU been out of work. Nor does the situation look 
much better in countries like Latvia, Bulgaria and 
Croatia. Many people are turning their backs on the 
common Europe – also because they do not want to 
foot the bill for it. The bill for the mistake of finance 
capital and policy-makers, who together always 
continued to push to boost profits through specula-
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and second buttons have been pushed to the limit 
already in many countries (in addition to bud-
get-tightening). But prices have often remained the 
same or even risen. This is also a reason for the so-
cial misery, as people have less money and are now 
supposed to get by with prices at the same level. 
One could almost call this expropriation. In the enti-
re process politicians have taken a short-cut, disre-
garding democratic decision-making paths, or even 
side-stepping them completely. They have formed 
committees and alliances in order to create new ins-
truments and statutory frameworks throughout  

fear. The so-called Troika determines policy in the crisis 
countries. These countries have had to surrender part of 
their sovereignty as a result of the financial aid provided 
by the ESM rescue package. The Troika is made up of eco-
nomic experts from the EU Commission, the European 
Central Bank (ECB) and the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF). In the meantime, however, many economic experts 
are of the opinion that such a lop-sided austerity policy is 
counterproductive and prevents economic recovery. And 
it especially leaves young people twisting in the wind: 
youth unemployment in December 2013 among people 
under 25 years of age amounted to 59.2% in Greece, 
54.2% in Spain, 41.6% in Italy and 36.3% in Portugal! At 
the same time one has to keep in mind that young people 
in secondary school and universities are not counted in 
the statistics, as they actually do not have any occupati-
on in the traditional meaning of the word. But even if one 
considers Germany by comparison, with 7.4% unemploy-
ment for this cohort, it is not all that difficult to realise 
that something is amiss here. But how did these coun-
tries slide into such a mess? To answer this question we 
have to look into the past and explore certain details rela-
ting to the current crisis policy in more detail. The German 
„wise man“ Peter Bofinger has analysed the develop-
ment, breaking it into four stages (see box page 49).

Are the right buttons being pushed?
The point of departure for the crisis policy was not only 
the false assumption that only strict austerity can help. 
There is an additional assumption: namely that in a com-
mon monetary zone one only has to push a few remaining 
„buttons“ in order to become competitive again. In the 
past a country could devalue its national currency in 
times of economic downturn, making it more competitive 
in comparison to other countries once again. This option 
is not possible with a common currency, however. One 
has to look for other possibilities of „internal devaluati-
on“. These are wages, fiscal policy and prices. The first 

Wake-up, you European politicians! One can aptly term the message 

of these people demonstrating in Spain like this. There are an especi-

ally large number of unemployed young people among them.
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manding an economic policy legitimised democratically 
by the EU Parliament. It should also set social and en-
vironmental objectives and be buttressed by a common 
environmental, social and infrastructural policy in order 
to stake out the path towards a social Europe.

Reforms are necessary, trade unions alarmed
The trade unions thus support common economic and so-
cial steering because it is true that one needs a common 
economic policy in a common monetary area which will at 
some point turn the economic Union into a political Uni-
on. This new economic-policy steering, the European Se-
mester, is for this reason also supposed to have social 
elements added to it. There is a realistic danger, however, 
that trade unions‘ collective bargaining autonomy will be 
curtailed by the instrument of the European Semester in 
many countries, just like has happened in the crisis coun-
tries under the Troika. This will weaken the trade unions. 
And this can definitely not be in the interests of European 
employees. That is why the trade unions will mobilise on 
a massive scale to fight any more steps in this direction.

How the EU is undermining collective bargaining systems 
and working conditions
There have already been massive encroachments on tra-
de union rights and collective bargaining systems in Ire-
land, Greece, Spain, Italy and Portugal. In some sectors 
collective agreements have simply been terminated over-
night and business enterprises have been able to decide 
as they see fit what wages they want to pay, like in Ireland 
and Romania. And groups of employees that have beco-
me non-trade union members overnight have been able 
to conclude collective agreements. This would be like if in 
Germany companies and plants were able to speak with 
pseudo-trade unions and make a deal with the „cheapest 
one“. This triggers a contest for the lowest bidder, with 
protection for employees going down the drain. These are 
not horror stories from a far-off, distant future, but rather 
reality in some countries. Even Germany could find itself 
in such a situation if we had a similar debt crisis or the 
European Semester also led to specific measures here. 
The events in the crisis countries have alarmed the trade 
unions: this will never work. Democratically legitimated 

Europe, making it possible for the crisis countries to 
be helped - subject to requirements. But there are 
also new rules for public debt (fiscal package) and a 
new system which coordinates economic and social 
development, the so-called European Semester, for 
those countries that do not make use of the rescue 
package as well. This takes place in a recurring an-
nual review cycle conducted by the European Com-
mission. Every year it examines how a member 
country has developed based on certain economic 
criteria and goals set out in the „Europe 2020 Crite-
ria“, and what these countries have to do to reach 
these goals by 2020. Each country then receives a 
list of „recommendations“. These recommendations 
then have to be taken into account in national re-
form processes which the EU Commission reviews. If 
the country does not reach its targets, the EU can 
saddle it with financial sanctions. As a result, these 
political recommendations lose their voluntary na-
ture - and become a control mechanism void of any 
parliamentary controls. That is why IG Metall is de-
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decisions must be made that are transparent and not de-
cided upon in back rooms. Ways must be found to hold 
those parties who are responsible for the crisis accounta-
ble. We must put an end to a crisis policy which penalises 
employees!

From „prosperity for everyone“ 
to the crisis. 
The economist Peter Bofinger 
splits his analysis of the crisis 
into four stages:

• The first stage was from 1950 to around 1980. Bofin-
ger calls this period „prosperity for everyone“. There 
was a relatively equal balance between wages and 
profits. This helped ensure sufficiently strong de-
mand for goods and services. That is why companies 
reinvested profits right away.

• In the second phase from 1980 to 2007, underlying 
political conditions changed. It was led by Ronald Re-
agan in the USA, Margaret Thatcher in Great Britain 
and Helmut Kohl in Germany, with the Schröder 
Agenda coming along later in the latter country. Pro-
fits of companies continued to soar, but the wage 
quota declined. The distribution-of wealth-relations-
hip shifted in favour of company profits. Lack of de-
mand was compensated for by private debt. Financial 
markets went into a feeding frenzy made possible by 
policy-makers, exacerbating the process.

• This all led to the financial crisis in the period from 
2008 until 2011. The financial sector had to be saved 
by the policy-making arena from collapse. Private in-
debtedness was thus transformed into government 
debt. The crisis has thus not been weathered – it has 
only changed its appearance.

• In the final and fourth phase, public debt is now rea-
ching its limits. Financial investors are no longer wil-
ling to grant loans to highly indebted European crisis 
countries at reasonable financing conditions.
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The first steps have already been taken to create 

a social underpinning for the European market 

economy. But more is needed to make sure that 

peace and prosperity in Europe are not put in 

danger: a shift in power between EU institutions, 

more co-determination in business and eco-

nomy, more information of the population and 

the right impetus for growth and innovation in 

industry.

So what needs to happen 

in Europe so that it remains 

strong and just?

Industry, the most important 

factor: the trade unions have 

a plan.

Why right-wing populists are 

barking up the wrong tree.

Discuss and debate with the 

right arguments: how can one 

effectively react to critics of 

Europe?

Detlef Wetzel: Europe – 

that is also our job!
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te long-term growth. Sustainable prosperity in Europe 
presupposes efficient industries. Revamping to environ-
mentally sustainable industries, for example, will open up 
new growth potential while safeguarding the long-term 
viability of European industry. To be able to master socie-
tal megatrends of the future, European industry has to 
become more efficient in its use of resources while taking 
into account demographic change, the New Energy Era 
and developments affecting mobility. Instead of promo-
ting speculative financial investments, investment activity 
by the private sector has to be steered towards investing 
in the shift to an environmentally sustainable future. This 
also requires targeted investment in education, training, 
research and development as well as infrastructure, which 
must also come from the state. The German Trade Union 
Confederation has devised a remarkable strategy for this: 
a Marshall Plan for Europe (see the box on page 53). In 
order to be able to mobilise public resources for invest-
ment, the income of the EU and its member countries 
must not be weakened any further. There is a threat of 

growing competition for the lowest standards between 
countries if there are no minimum rules for the taxation of 
capital and corporations (i.e. tax assessment base and tax 
rates). The EU urgently needs to take action here. A com-
mon European monetary zone can only work properly, ho-
wever, if the Euro countries coordinate their economic 
and social policies at the same time. That is why IG Metall 
is calling for a democratically controlled economic policy 
for Europe (see page 46). This should set social and en-
vironmental goals and be buttressed by a common en-
vironmental, social and infrastructural policy. The one-si-
ded austerity policy in Europe does not contribute one bit 
to the elimination of deep-rooted problems and their ne-
gative impact on industry and its employees. Quite the 
contrary: this policy is exacerbating the crisis in the coun-
tries hit hardest by it, leading to unacceptable burdens on 
employees. Especially youth and young employees are 
affected on a massive scale. In many countries an entire 
generation of well-educated young people do not have 
any prospects for secure and decent jobs. If Europe is to 

To be able to move forward, you have to known whe-
re you want to go. IG Metall has always worked for a 
united, socially just Europe. The specific demands 
are not for all eternity. They are oriented at present 
towards the challenges facing employees in their in-
creasingly European working and everyday lives. 
The main demands are:
• Create growth and jobs!
• Strengthen the rights of employees and their 

representatives!
• Regulate the financial markets!
•  The European Union must become a social Union!
•  The European Union must become a democratic 
 Union!

1. Create growth and jobs:
Social policy is inconceivable without economic po-
licy. This also goes for Europe. Intelligent, well-im-
plemented economic policy strategies are needed in 
the member countries in order to be able to genera-

  OLD FAST TO THIS COURSE –
    Demands for a social Europe 

IG Metall works for a politically united, economically strong and socially just Europe.

Its guiding slogan is “Europe for the people”. We underscore what this means for IG Metall and its 

members in concrete terms here in the form of five focal points in a summary list of demands.
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have any viable future at all, this lop-sided austerity po-
licy must be stopped!

2. Strengthen the rights of employees and  
their representatives:

The implementation of a democratically legitimised eco-
nomic policy requires a high degree of co-determination 
at business enterprises. The foundations for strong and 
active involvement of employees must therefore be 
further expanded both in practice as well as legally at the 
European level. Especially in times of crisis, if restructu-
ring processes threaten to impact employees, power bet-
ween employees and employers must be balanced. Only 
this creates the preconditions for a constructive dialogue, 
through which both sides can agree on joint strategies for 
solving problems. The role played by trade unions and 
works councils in the crisis has shown how important 
strong and legally safeguarded employment is for a solid 
crisis policy. This makes it all the more difficult to under-
stand the attacks by the Commission, the ECB and the ECJ 

on the autonomy of collective bargaining and trade 
unions in Europe. The situation is even exacerbated by 
the far-reaching deregulation of labour markets, which 
has become the guiding philosophy in a European labour 
market and employment policy in many countries in line 
with the model of the German Agenda policy. IG Metall is 
demanding a new order for the European labour market 
in order to protect decent jobs and reduce precarious-
ness. The first promising steps in the direction of a Euro-
pean representative body for employees have already 
been taken: European works councils are the only trans-
national employee representational institution set out by 
law. EWC rights have to be strengthened in the direction 
of having a real say. At the same time, it must be preven-
ted that new possibilities of avoiding co-determination 
rights are created through European integration. All the 
gaps that arise allowing co-determination to be avoided, 
for instance by founding an SE or by relocating company 
headquarters to another country, need to be filled in once 
again. The European Union does not have any common 

European labour constitution, and the prospects for 
such have become very remote. For the trade unions 
that means a two-pronged strategy: one focus has 
to be on the further development of national emplo-
yee rights and defending these against attacks, but 
that which has been attained in the area of transna-
tional labour relations must not be neglected, either. 
Both must be successful together, as they are inter-
dependent.

3. Regulation the financial market:
The starting point for the economic crisis in Europe 
was real estate bubbles and other “casino” specula-
tion as a result of a deregulated financial market. If 
this problem is not tackled, bubbles like this will pop 
in the financial market again and again in the future 
as well to plunge the real economy into a crisis. This 
will mean another round of bank rescue packages 
and possible government defaults. Which is why Eu-
rope urgently needs comprehensive regulation of fi-
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ness enterprises and their lobbyists. As a result, European 
Union policy is often perceived as a threat. This tarnishes 
the attractiveness of the “European Project”.

Fundamental social rights like those laid down in the 
Charter on Fundamental Rights in the Treaty of Lisbon 
must finally attain primacy above economic freedoms. To-
gether with European trade unions, IG Metall therefore 
demands a “social progress clause” for the European Uni-
on as part and parcel of the European treaties. This would 
safeguard international achievements such as trade union 
rights and collective agreement systems. The develop-
ment of high common minimum social standards must be 
a priority for social Europe. Until then the task is to defend 
national achievements in the area of social policy. Social 
systems must be designed in such a way so that they gua- 
rantee people in the EU equal opportunity, participation, 
social inclusion and security against important life risks. 
In particular, discrimination against women and migrants 
at companies and in society must be eliminated. Above 
and beyond this, it is urgently necessary to eliminate inse-
cure employment for employees. IG Metall is therefore 
proposing a “social pact for Europe”. It has the following 
key elements:

•  Establish order in European labour markets. The same 
wages and the same rights for the same work at the 
same site must be laid down as a fundamental principle.

•  Social dumping must be combatted. In addition to elimi-
nating precarious employment, social dumping can be 
countered with minimum wages in those sectors where 
such is needed. European minimum wage arrangements 
must be devised together with the trade unions.

•  Stronger participation rights for employee representati-
ves and their trade unions in the member countries and 
at the European level. Participation, democracy and 
co-determination at business enterprises are the pillars 
of social Europe.

5. The European Union must become a democratic Union:
In addition to the demand that the EU become a social 
Union, it must become a democratic Union. Otherwise all 
other development in the area of economic and social po-
licy runs the risk of turning into a neo-liberal elite project. 
IG Metall therefore demands a significantly greater 
strengthening of the European Parliament, which must be 
outfitted with control and initiation rights. The Parliament 
should be elected according to uniform electoral law with 
transnational electoral lists in the future. To this end, Eu-
ropean political parties once again need to expand their 
legal status and financial underpinning. The European 
Parliament should in addition receive the right to debate 
and adopt some European legislation. Another in-
dispensable element of the reform is the election of the 
head of the Commission. Only in this way will the EU Com-
mission become a “true” European government.

nancial markets. Countries in Europe have to stick 
together especially when it comes to such a global 
challenge. Underlying financial policy conditions for 
industry in Europe are urgently in need of impro-
vement. Banks have to serve the real economy and 
people and not the other way around. The societal 
task of banks is to secure financing of business 
enterprises and not speculation in extremely risky, 
shady financial products. IG Metall is demanding 
far-reaching regulation of Europe’s financial mar-
kets, including separation of the deposit and loan 
business of banks from so-called investment ban-
king. This also includes effective European banking 
supervision and a European rating agency that 
needs to be created as an independent public insti-
tution. Regulation of the financial market also invol-
ves a financial transaction tax, whose objective is to 
make risky financial transactions unattractive. Inco-
me from such a tax could be used for investment in 
infrastructure, research and education to spark 
growth in Europe.

4. The European Union must become a social Union:
IG Metall is demanding that Europe finally address 
the needs of employees. The social and economic 
fears of the population have to be taken seriously. 
Many people in Europe have the impression that EU 
policy-makers above all serve the interests of busi-
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A Marshall Plan for Europe

What Europe needs to move forward 
is not austerity policy, but rather investment. Especially 
trade unions have always clamoured for this. The German 
Trade Union Confederation (DGB) recently traced out the 
lines of how this can be done in a specific proposal. It is 
called the “Marshall Plan for Europe” and is named after 
the aid package and loans from the United States that 
helped Germany back on its feet in the wake of World War 
II. It is difficult to imagine where Germany would be today 
if the country had been forced to adopt an austerity policy 
instead of to invest at the time. Europe should also be 
helped back on its feet through investment in business 
and research. At the heart of the proposals is a revamping 
and modernisation of Europe’s national economies with 
the objective of promoting energy-efficient, resource-sa-
ving production, to become independent of imports of 
fuel over the long term and at the same time to massively 
reduce CO2 output in Europe. Cities and communities 
should moreover prepare for a greying society that fos-
ters education and training of people, modernises and 
expands existing public and private infrastructure and en-
courages industry and service centres of the future. Inno-

vation, research and development should be the creative 
drivers in a new type of business and economics. The 
Marshall Plan strengthens Europe’s value-creation and 
public services, helps modernise the traffic and transport 
infrastructure and accelerates the expansion of broad-
band networks, ensures more investment in education 
and training and sustained management of scarce water 
resources. To do this requires on average EUR 110 billion 
per year if such a modernisation offensive is to encom-
pass the entire EU. The question is: who is supposed to 
pay these enormous sums? These investments can be fi-
nanced through bond issues by a newly created “Europe-
an Future Fund”. Interest which investors receive should 
be subject to a financial market transaction tax. What 
sounds like the far-off distant future is a thoroughly reali-
stic plan. After all, the bank and state rescue packages 
were forged in the EU. Why not implement a sophistica-
ted investment plan that does not just react and plug the 
holes in the dike, but instead proactively moves Europe 
to the fore? The European Trade Union Confederation also 
believes that this is the right path to take and has propo-
sed a European investment plan along the lines of the 
Marshall Plan.

The crucial point is that Europe has all the resources 
needed for this: people, know-how, innovative pow-
er, capital, modern infrastructures, intact public and 
private institutions, highly developed industrial and 
service centres, social security systems, an internal 
market and a common currency. All this brings Euro-
pe together. All that is needed is the political will to 
pool these strengths and earmark them for the 
transformation of Europe.

A Marshall Plan for Europe
Proposal by the German Trade Union Confederation for an economic stimulus, investment and development programme for Europe.
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INDUSTRIAL POLICY –
 Real products create jobs and prosperity

The strength of industrial enterprises has helped Germany weather the crisis. And in Europe is well, the realisation that 

a broad industrial basis is crucial to jobs and prosperity is gaining currency. The European Union has now undertaken a 

strategy of reindustrialisation. From the perspective of IG Metall, this was long overdue.

the education and training system and the infrastructure 
would automatically adjust. At first Conservative Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher was the driving force. Her re-
morseless determination earned her the name “the Iron 
Lady”. And she took steps with iron resolve: privatisation 
and deregulation of the British banking industry became 
the panacea ensuring future prosperity – not shipyards, 
factories or warehouses. The later Prime Minister Tony 
Blair also believed that this watershed change was on par 
with mechanisation during the Industrial Revolution. In 
other words: He thought Great Britain was so progressive 
that the “old maid industry” could be discarded in order 
to address loftier goals. Structural transformation was set 
in motion. The bitter opposition of the trade unions was 
ridden roughshod over. An enormous, globally operating 
financial industry arose in London. But while well-groo-
med West End boys were swaggering around, employees 
in the shipyards of Liverpool and elsewhere were being 
driven into mass unemployment. The industrial sector 
contracted by more than half in the ensuing decades. And 

then came the Big Bang: Great Britain was hard hit by the 
financial and economic crisis. A rethinking is taking place 
now. Politicians across all the parties agree that depen-
dency on the banking sector is too great and that „real 
products“ should be manufactured again. As one British 
Social Democrat put it: „We gave up industry 30 years 
ago. Now we have to train people for technical and ma-
nual skills once again just like in Germany. We have to 
support industry with tax incentives.“ The example of 
Great Britain illustrates the importance of industrial po-
licy. If it is neglected, a national economy is at risk and 
moving on thin ice. Germany did well to resist this farewell 
to the „Old Economy“. It weathered the crisis well, also 
because it modernised and further developed its indust-
ry. Underpinning this has been a whole package of mea-
sures and actors that have been supporting companies 
and plants for decades.

Industrial policy: creating real instead of virtual value
The fact that other countries, especially in southern  

Industry is an indispensable element for growth and 
jobs. In the face of this understanding European 
countries have neglected their industries for a long 
time, clinging to the belief that “the market will 
show how much industry we need in our country, or 
whether everything can be produced in other coun-
tries.” Many governments rode the wave of this 
neo-liberal service-based ideology, banking on the 
development of a service and financial society ins-
tead of one with an industrial base. With fatal conse-
quences, as the example of Great Britain shows.

Without industry a country is moving on thin ice
Deindustrialisation began in Great Britain – ironical-
ly enough, the mother country of industrialisation – 
especially early on and at a particularly intensive 
pace. Since the 1980s every government was of the 
view that industry can decline in a country if it at the 
same time specialises in other branches of the eco-
nomy. Over the long term, it was argued, employees, 
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Europe, are still a long way from recovering from the 
desolation wrought by the crisis, not only but especially 
the industrial sector still lacks stability and strength. 
The EU and many governments of the member countries 
have been pursuing the wrong strategy in their crisis po-
licy: they have one-sidedly emphasised austerity mea-
sures for government budgets. But the crisis cannot be 
solved without an active industrial policy. It has after all 
just demonstrated how key industry is for an economy 
through its value creation (see graph). Not virtual, but 
rather real value leads to prosperity. In the context of 
manufacturing industry, it is moreover often forgotten 
that many additional jobs tie into it as well. Every pro-
duct needs inputs: for example, from development en-
gineers, software providers, designers or mechanical 
engineers who outfit production sites. And every fini- 
shed product creates jobs to help it also reach the custo-
mer: for example the advertising branch, distribution 
and logistics, wholesale and retail. „Industry“ in the nar-
rower sense has a much wider ripple effect, expanding 
employment in other sectors as well. The European 
Commission has in the meantime, and unfortunately ex-
tremely late in the day, undertaken reindustrialisation. 
The aim is to boost the share of industry in European 

Gross Domestic Product from 15.1% at present to 20% 
by 2010. This is intended not only to stabilise industry in 
Europe, but also above all equip it to meet future chal-
lenges in global manufacturing competition: along with 
the USA, Europe is still the most successful economic 
zone in the world. Industrial policy needs to move to the 
fore if the EU is to prevail in competition with rising eco-
nomic powers like, for example, China or Brazil in the 
future. 

Shifting powers to Brussels
The EU is thus placing industry at the heart of the 
new growth model for the economy in Europe. More 
and more industrial policy powers are being shifted 
to the European level through EU regulations, en-
vironmental requirements and provisions regulating 
state aid. This has a direct impact on employees in 
the automotive industry, in mechanical engineering, 

Bet on the wrong horse? 

The fact is that countries 

in which manufacturing 

industry has declined 

significantly are suffering 

more in the crisis than 

countries with a stable 

share of industry as a 

percentage of total 

gross value creation. 

Source: Eurostat
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companies and politicians can compare notes and ex- 
change ideas. And IG Metall has also opened its own 
Brussels office in order to spark momentum in the formu-
lation of industrial policy. This is because in the view of  
IG Metall initial efforts on the part of policy-makers to 
reindustrialise Europe have been woefully inadequate.

Well-planned would be half the battle
The aim of boosting the share of industry to 20% by 2020 
has become very remote. In some countries deindustriali-
sation is taking on alarming dimensions. The EU Commis-
sion is now paying the price for its own liberalisation po-
licy: on the one hand governments are supposed to save, 
withdraw from the economic sphere and roll back trade 
union and employee rights. On the other hand, they are 
calling for reindustrialisation. What a contradiction! For 
years the industrial trade unions of Europe have been 
pleading: instead of lop-sided, disproportionate austerity 
measures, Europe needs a major impetus for growth and 
employment and cooperation with employees. A renewal 
of industry must be embedded in a sustainable environ-
mental and social strategy. The German trade unions have 
forwarded a proposal for a European growth and invest-
ment program (also referred to as the „Marshall Plan“, 
see page 53). It contains among other things specific 
ideas on industrial policy, and its most important points 
have also been adopted in a proposal by all European tra-
de unions („A new Path for Europe“). Here are some of the 
key points in the plan:

• To lower energy and resource consumption while at the 
same time promoting competitiveness, investment is to 
be encouraged in energy and resource efficiency in in-
dustry and at small and medium-sized companies by 
means of investment grants. The more environmentally 
friendly and resource-saving an investment turns out to 
be, the greater the grant should be. In addition, a 
consultancy structure for energy and resource efficien-
cy is to be made available to small and medium-sized 
enterprises. This would benefit the environment, en-
courage technological modernisation, promote compe-
tition competitiveness, foster the transfer of know-how 
and boost the export economy in economic centres. 
Such a modernisation offensive could be promoted 
with EUR 20 billion per year from the „European Future 
Fund“.

• On top of this, these investment grants could also be 
supplemented with low-interest loans for investments 
of a long-term nature in order to offer many companies 
a solid financing basis for long-term investment insula-
ted from volatile market conditions. Here various public 
credit institutes and promotional banks such as the Eu-
ropean Investment Bank (EIB) or the European Bank for 
Reconstruction and Development (EBRD) and national 
promotional banks such as the KfW in Germany, the 
CDC in France, the ICO in Spain or the CDP in Italy could 
make a greater commitment than they have thus far.

• In order to promote small industry and especially struc-
turally weak regions of the EU, investors would be pro-

railway rolling stock construction, aerospace and 
aviation, the maritime industry, the textile and clo-
thing industry and other sectors. The prohibition 
against light bulbs, for example, affected the Ger-
man light bulb and lamp industry. In the area of whi-
te goods, the EU prescribes efficiency levels for 
household appliances. In view of this trend, IG Me-
tall is strongly orienting its industrial policy position 

towards the European level. In order to be able to 
monitor decision-making processes in the EU, in-
dustriAll Europe and the European Trade Union Con-
federation (ETUC) have their head offices in Brus-
sels, where trade unionists, representatives from 
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vided long-term loans, which would not have to be 
repaid or on which interest would not become due for 
five or ten years. These loans could also be designed 
in such a manner that they could be used as collateral 
in taking out loans from banks. This could create sig-
nificant leverage, mobilising even more capital for in-
vestment. The provision of funds can be organised 
through the European Investment Bank (EIP).

• The award of loans in the crisis countries must be 
jump-started again (especially in Greece). Here a 
micro-loan program could be initiated which makes it 
possible for small and medium-scale enterprises to 
carry out contracts. Micro loans could also be used 
following retraining or learning a new profession (for 
example to become an energy consultant) to promote 
the founding of new companies. These microloans 
could also be funded by the EIB or national promotio-
nal banks.

• Total expenditures on the promotion of an industrial 
future should amount to EUR 30 billion per year.

Especially the environmental revamping of European in-
dustry offers several countries considerable potential for 
investment. Thus southern Europe, blessed with sun, of-
fers the best preconditions for development of renewab-
le energy sources. In the opinion of IG Metall, one of the 
core tasks of industrial policy in Europe is to encourage 
innovation. The lack of innovation policy is having a ne-
gative impact on production sites and employment.

In the discussion:
The Renewable Energy Levy 
(EEG-Umlage)

Electricity from renewable ener-
gies is promoted In Germany. This 

is creating a new branch of industry and hence jobs, and 
contributing to global climate goals being reached. To 
finance it, all consumers of electricity pay a surcharge, 
the so-called renewable energies surcharge. Large com-
panies which use a lot of energy would have to pay such 
a large amount that they might no longer be competiti-
ve. That is why they can receive an exemption from the 
surcharge. Around 2,700 German electricity customers 
– including companies in the steel, aluminium, paper 
and cement industries – do this. The EU Commission 
has initiated an investigation procedure because it is of 
the view that the German state provides its enterprises 
competitive advantages over foreign competitors. 

The joke about it all is this: the renewable energies 
surcharge and, logically enough, exemption from it 
only applies in Germany. So exemption actually only 
means that German enterprises do not have to pay 
something that only exists in Germany and nobody 
else in the world has to pay. In the Netherlands, for 
example, electricity is about 20% cheaper than in 
Germany. Wolfgang Lemb, from the IG Metall Execu-
tive Committee, comments as follows: „We need 
these exemptions for companies like steel and alu-
minium mills that face tough international competi-
tion. Companies need planning security. If the re- 
newable energies surcharge had to be paid in full, 
they would not be able to compete at the European 
and global levels any longer and their viability would 
be at stake. This would pose a threat to thousands 
of jobs in Germany.“

One example of industrial policy: the expansion of renewable 

energies would not be promoted by anyone in a pure free-market 

economy. That is why government has to step in to promote and 

coordinate this branch. Jobs will at the same time be created in 

research, development, production and assembly.
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Neo-fascists, radical right-wing activists, right-wing populists, rightists, Islam-haters, anti-Europeans and Eurosceptic: there are numerous 

labels and political facets to be witnessed on the right-wing fringes of Europe – but they all have one thing in common: they are fighting 

against everything which the European trade union movement stands for. In a nutshell their agenda is this: do away with the Euro and 

leave the EU, demands which they accompany with all kinds of anti-humanist, anti-democratic and nationalist slogans. And they want to 

join together at the European level.

of the 5% barrier in the election to the Bundestag in 2013. 
It will be simpler for it in the European election because a 
3% barrier applies there. Be it in Hungary, the Czech Re-
public, Slovakia, the United Kingdom, the Netherlands, 
Italy, Greece, France, Sweden or Finland: Eurosceptic, ra-
cists and populists are on the offensive everywhere, win-
ning ever more support in local and regional elections. 
The more opponents of Europe there are in the EU Parlia-
ment, the greater the danger that important decisions by 
the European Parliament will be blocked or even defeated 
for years. The grand peace and integration project is thus 
in jeopardy. Countries leaving the Euro and the EU will no 
longer be an unlikely scenario – with unpredictable reper-
cussions for the economy and jobs. Obtuse, dim-witted 
populist slogans (see page 60) thus have to be countered, 
best of all with voices from the plant floor – voices of Eu

Training and jobs for Europe‘s youth
Instead of giving in to resignation, IG Metall is demanding 
a change in course in Europe. This change in course is 
long overdue in view of the dramatic developments in the 
southern, but also southeastern and central-eastern Eu-
ropean crisis countries with respect to youth unemploy-
ment. Because of the wrong crisis policy, the problem of 
youth unemployment has become a test for our continent, 
as the economic and financial crisis has long since beco-
me a social crisis and hence a crisis of democracy: if mil-
lions of talented young people do not receive a proper 
education or training, and hence have no real job pros-
pects, the foundations of the European welfare state will 
begin teetering as a whole generation turns its backs on 
the aims and objectives of a Europe based on solidarity. 
Young people are starting to believe that nothing can be 
changed by elections. Combating youth unemployment 
must therefore be the paramount task of policy-making. A 
social Europe truly warranting the name has to finally of-

This legislative period of the European Parliament is 
beginning before a very difficult economic, social 
and political backdrop in Europe‘s crisis countries. 
Right-wing groupings, populists and enemies of Eu-
rope are now coordinating their efforts transnatio-
nally in order to generate maximum attention and 
votes for their parties. In the new Parliament their 
goal could be to bring together right-wing extremis-
ts groups that have thus far not been part of any 
parliamentary party groups with the grouping of Eu-
rosceptics. With a larger parliamentary party group, 
they would have more speaking time in debates, 
more positions on committees and better funding 
for their parliamentary work. (The budget is calcula-
ted according to the size of parliamentary party 
groups and the number of their members.) These 
populists have become stronger over the last few 
years in many parliaments of the EU member states. 
In Germany the anti-European AfD only fell just short 

   AGAINST POPULISM AND ANTI-EUROPEAN 
SENTIMENT – Why we must not leave Europe 
  up to right-wing forces
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fer young people a future once again in the guise of eco-
nomic, social, environmental, but also democratic pro-
gress. The very real social and economic anxieties of 
people must by the same token be taken seriously. Many 
people have the impression that the policy of the Europe-
an Union especially serves the interests of business 
enterprises and their lobbyists. As a result, many people 
perceive the policy of the EU as a threat. The attractive-
ness of the European project is thus suffering from the 
skewed social situation that we are experiencing. Funda-
mental social rights as set out in the Charter of Funda-
mental Rights in the Treaty of Lisbon must finally take 
priority above economic freedoms of business. If Europe 
became a model for democracy, participation and co-de-
termination in the world, people could be proud of their 
continent. But it is only if people are honestly involved in 
these processes that they will be able to support Europe 
with all their hearts. The participation of employee repre-
sentatives and their trade unions at companies is at the 
spearhead of social Europe. And at the vanguard are Eu-
ropean works councils.

Strengthen company co-determination and participation 
in Europe as well
Co-determination, a pillar of democracy in the economy, 
saved Germany during the financial and economic crisis 

that began in 2008 through its contribution to stability. 
Strong European industries and services need strong, ca-
pable trade unions and competent employee representa-
tives. This can only be provided for if delegates in Brus-
sels and Strasbourg work towards a Europe of employees 

Don‘t save in the wrong place: IG 
Metall youth are working for a 
better educational system in 
their current campaign „Revolu-
tion Education“ – including for 
all of Europe. For information 
and to get involved see
www.revolutionbildung.de 

and do not seek to abolish the Parliament. If voters 
do not get involved, Europe will be left up to those 
who definitely are not working in the interests of em-
ployees. At the same time one should stand up for a 
socially just Europe – without racism or xenophobia!
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   EQUIPPED TO DEFEND EUROPE –
Arguments and counter-arguments

The entire EU budget amounts to 1% of the Gross 
Domestic Product of the EU (i.e. the total value 
of all goods and services produced in the EU), 
whereas the budgets of the member countries 
average 44% of Gross Domestic Product. Out of 
this 1%, only approximately 6% goes to adminis-
trative costs. A much larger portion of about 
40% is spent on the Common Agriculture Policy 
because the member states have a tough time 
agreeing on cutbacks in this area. Around 15% of 
administrative expenditures are for translations 
and interpreters between the 24 official langua-
ges of the EU. Nevertheless there is a demand 
for even more or better translations. Delegates 
in the German Bundestag criticise again and 

again the fact that important documents – for in-
stance on overcoming the financial crisis – are 
not available in German. Regarding the salaries 
of EU civil servants: they certainly are not poor, 
but there are a lot of exaggerated myths about 
their pay. What definitely needs to be avoided is 
for EU institutions to outsource more and more 
tasks to so-called „contracted employees“ – at 
significantly poorer conditions. Here as well, the 
aim should be: better instead of cheaper. And 
then there is the whole issue of priorities: if more 
work was performed on devising strategies to 
combat youth unemployment and less on dere-
gulation of the water supply, a lot could be 
gained!

In Europe too much taxpayers‘ money – which is to say my money as well – 
goes to the public administration. And they are just a bunch of technocrats 
 bureaucrats.

Germany should leave the Euro and 
return to the Deutschmark. Those 
were really better times for us.

The Euro or Deutschmark? What if Germany were to le-
ave the European Monetary Union and introduce the 
Deutschmark once again at a rate of 1:1? An answer to 
this question has been provided by economist Gustav 
Horn from the Institute for Macro Economics and Eco-
nomic Research: It would be a horror scenario for the 
German economy. If Germany left the Euro zone, the 
Deutschmark would drastically appreciate in value in 
comparison to the Euro. Because Germany has an ex-
port-based economy, its products would become unaf-
fordable; nobody could buy German products anymore. 
In the words of the economist: „One year after leaving 
the Euro, Germany would be plunged into a deep reces-
sion accompanied by rampant unemployment. Dome-
stic demand would also slump dramatically, as lower 
wage rises and losses of jobs would dampen consump-
tion. At the same time more and more companies would 
relocate jobs abroad.“ Any more questions?
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A person can only say that Europe does not affect 
them personally if they do not breathe, do not 
drink any water, do not buy anything, do not 
work or do not undergo any educational training. 
Everybody else comes into contact – usually un-
consciously – with European regulations on an 
everyday basis. Many European rules originate in 
the common internal market. It sets common 
standards and safety requirements, which have 
replaced national statutes. But there are also 
common standards for environmental protecti-
on, from the Fine Particulate Matter Directive to 
the Drinking Water Directive. These not only sa-
feguard our health – they also ensure identical 

conditions for business and industry. No compa-
ny should be able to obtain cost advantages th-
rough lower environmental standards. Common 
rules in the area of occupational health and safe-
ty are also intended to protect employees and 
prevent a downward spiral. Social back-pedaling 
is threatening here, however, beneath the ban-
ner of a superficially speaking appealing call for 
less red tape. Under this smokescreen, regula-
tions governing occupational health & safety, in 
particular for employees at small and medium-si-
zed companies, are slated for roll-back. We can 
only prevent this with the support of the Europe-
an Parliament.

Whoever forwards this argument is either not an emplo-
yee or believes he is living on an island. Or both. Nobody 
wants more integration of the European Union just for fun. 
First of all, various balances in the world will always be 
subject to change as a result of globalisation. Europe is 
well advised to work together in the same direction. Se-
condly, the EU urgently needs a social face for the internal 
market with high social and environmental standards and 
fair rules. In brief: economic progress plus social pro-
gress. This means, for example, assigning primacy to fun-
damental social rights before economic freedoms. And an 
end must be put to individual member states opting out of 
the Charter of Fundamental Rights in order to ensure that 
fundamental rights apply everywhere equally.

What is the point of it all? We have already 
attained the maximum of that which is 
possible. What other goals could the Europe-
an Union possibly have now?

How does European policy concern me? It does not affect me at all.

GOOD 
FOOD
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The rigorous austerity policy in 
Greece is without any alterna-
tive. Countries like Greece are 
themselves to blame for their 
indebtedness.

Economically strong countries like Germany are helping 
the crisis countries limp through. Germany should tend to itself.

As a result of the drastic austerity policy being imposed 
in the crisis countries, their economic output has plun-
ged so precipitously that the debt quota has even conti-
nued to rise. Although some states have been instituting 
belt-tightening measures, at times almost manically, 
and this especially in social services and benefits, they 
have achieved exactly the opposite: cutbacks politically 
imposed on employees and states are causing income 
and demand to nosedive and local markets to collapse, 
thereby driving the entire continent ever deeper into 
recession. The results are devastating: unemployment 
and poverty are on the rise! The fact that poor people 
and the unemployed are not to blame for this wretched 
state of affairs should be clear to any school child. It is 

obvious that a lop-sided austerity policy is exacerbating 
the crisis in the countries hardest hit by it, leading to 
unacceptable burdens on employees, in particular 
young people. What is needed is an active economic and 
industrial policy! The revamping of our economies along 
social-environmental lines opens up new growth poten-
tial and safeguards the long-term viability of European 
industrial sites. The German trade unions have submit-
ted their proposals for such a future for all 28 EU coun-
tries in a „Marshall Plan for Europe“. It is underpinned 
by detailed calculations and is funded through a tax on 
speculative financial transactions - without placing any 
additional burden on the government budgets of EU 
countries.

These are arguments of the basest kind: „The Ger-
mans pay for everything, and now they are supposed 
to pay for mismanagement of others.“ Or: „EU financi-
al aid is a gift from the rich countries to the poor ones. 
Their bankruptcy is only being delayed but not preven-
ted.“ This completely misses the mark: this financial 
aid is by no means a „gift“, but is rather being provi-
ded in the form of loans which have to be repaid. So 
far the amounts loaned by Germany have been repaid 
with a healthy interest charge. Indirect recipients of 
financial aid are incidentally also German banks that 
got burned speculating in southern Europe and Ire-
land. Loans from the rescue package were used to 

help Irish and Spanish banks pay their outstanding 
loans and bonds due to other European banks, for ex-
ample. If these loans had not been provided, especial-
ly German and French banks would have lost a lot of 
money. The crisis has also meant very specific advan-
tages for „core countries“ like Germany: interest on 
our government bonds are lower than ever before. In-
vestors are looking for safe harbours, and willing to 
accept low yields. At times Germany has even been 
able to issue bonds at negative rates. According to the 
German Federal Ministry of Finance, the Federal Go-
vernment has saved a total of EUR 40.9 billion in debt 
service over the years 2010 to 2014.
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What if the Romanians and 
Bulgarians all decide to come to 
Germany now - those freeloaders 
and sponges only want to leech 
off our social system!

Romanians and Bulgarians have been allowed to look for 
work in Germany without any restrictions since the be-
ginning of 2014. Demagogues and rabble-rousers have 
seized the opportunity to badmouth so-called „immigrant 
idlers and deadbeats“ and „social system scroungers“, 
prophesying the demise of the German social state. The-
se accusations have very little to do with reality, however, 
as freedom of movement by employees is an indispensible 
feature of European integration. Germany profits inordina-
tely from immigration because we need skilled workers. 
The age structure of migrant workers even has an overall 
positive effect on state revenue and the social security 
system: the social benefits that are paid out to Romanian 
and Bulgarian nationals are significantly lower than the ta-
xes and social insurance contributions that they pay into 

German coffers. These are the facts. Public perception has 
been influenced, however, by media reports on structurally 
weak communities such as Duisburg, Berlin or Dortmund. 
These communities are indeed having a tough time. Becau-
se a large portion of the Bulgarians and Romanians living 
there do not have work and do not receive Programme II 
unemployment benefits, costs arise for language interpre-
ting, provision of dwelling space, lodging and healthcare. 
The skewed picture presented in the media and demago-
gues fanning the flames of xenophobia do not help mat-
ters. What is needed is financial resources, and for things 
like this resources from Brussels are also available. What 
is furthermore needed is protection of immigrants against 
exploitation and wage dumping: It is time to put a stop to 
illegal work!

They are out of their minds, the EU politicians. Worrying about 
something as silly as how much cucumbers are supposed to curve!

Yes, it is true: up until 2009 the infamous EEC 1677/88 
regulation stipulated that a cucumber with an „extra“ 
commercial classification should have a maximum curve 
of 10 mm along a length of 10 cm. Over-the-top regulatory 
mania? Probably. Dreamed up by bureaucrats far remo-
ved from the real world in their quiet little offices? No 
doubt, that that is not the whole story. Trading compa-
nies, supermarkets and restaurant operators have an in-
terest in the standard, as it makes it possible to ensure 
that straight cucumbers (popular among customers) are 
produced. The European Commission abolished the re-

gulation in 2009 even though a majority of EU member 
states as well as commercial and farmers associations 
were in favour of keeping it. So the supermarket cucum-
ber has remained rather straight because wholesale has 
continued to use the requirement as an internal stan-
dard. And many food regulations definitely make better 
sense. Frequent scandals (such as over rotten meat) illus-
trate: regulation is necessary and it must be strictly moni-
tored. And here purely national controls do not have a 
chance against transnational crime rings.

NO WARS 
IN EUROPE

PHONING IS 
CHEAPER

TOGETHER 
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MORE RIGHTS 
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THE SAME 
RIGHTS FOR MEN 
AND WOMEN
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Countries that cannot keep up economically 
should reintroduce their old currency.

At first glance a good argument: „By leaving the Euro 
zone and devaluing old national currencies after they 
are reintroduced, price competition by countries that 
are in an economic slump will improve, thus transfor-
ming their current account deficits into export surplu-
ses.“ It remains questionable where exports are sup-
posed to come from besides the tourist sector if - like 
for example in Greece - there is no strong industrial 
base to start with. And the foreign debt of the state and 
private sector nevertheless remain – but denominated 
in Euros. In view of the considerable devaluation that 
could be expected, the debt burden would become 
even higher unless there were massive debt haircuts or 
write-downs. This would then once again involve res-
cue packages for banks, including in Germany. The so-

cial effects would probably be even more onerous: 
prices would explode on the very day a country leaves 
the Euro zone, causing living standards especially 
among the middle class to plummet. At the same time 
the government would have its hands tied financially 
because no one would loan it money anymore at reaso-
nable interest rates. Interest would already be sky high 
if only because nobody would have any confidence in 
the new currency and no one would want to buy it. 
Whether under these circumstances competitiveness 
would indeed improve at all as hoped for boils down to 
a speculative bet on the economic future of a country. 
Not to mention likely domino effects: directly after a 
country left the Euro zone, the financial markets would 
set about speculating on additional countries to follow.

The Euro has only made everything 
much more expensive!

That is not true. The inflation rate is lower than under 
the Deutschmark. The average inflation rate since the 
launch of the Euro has been approximately 1.5 per cent. 
In contrast, during the Deutschmark era it was double 
this amount at around 3 per cent. Unfortunately, retail 
establishments and especially restaurants took advan-
tage of the launch of the new currency to boost their 
prices. This did not have anything to do with the Euro in 
and of itself, but nevertheless gave rise to a „generally 
perceived inflation“ among the population. On top of 
this, factors relating to the supply of goods and ser-
vices and overall demand in the world market have sin-
ce then also indeed pushed up the cost of living. De-
mand has surged for products like energy and petrol, 
for example, making these rise considerably in price 
since the launch of the Euro in 2002.

The EU has also caused prices to fall in some areas as 
well. Liberalisation of the telecommunications sector 
has meant huge price reductions for end consumers. 
The costs of air travel and medication have also drop-
ped due to the liberalisation of these markets and com-
petition generated as a result.

HEALTH INSURANCE ABROAD

KRANKEN-VERSICHERT IM AUSLAND

EUROPEAN WORKS COUNCILS

RELIGION AND SEX: FOR EACH INDIVIDUAL -TO CHOOSE AS HE OR SHE SEES FIT
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In Germany we have good 
employee rights. 
Why do we need Europe? 

Instead we should protect 
ourselves against capitalist 
glut and excesses!

One thing is clear: we cannot rely on Europe with re-
gard to labour and social rights. But nobody is deman-
ding that we give up the national welfare state in fa-
vour of a future European welfare state of one kind or 
another. The idea that in the foreseeable future there 
will be a political and social union that is comparable to 
our present-day welfare state is also simply unrealistic. 
The history of the labour movement, however, also 
shows that the struggle for social rights has always 
been an arduous and difficult one, for which a lot of grit 
and perseverance has been needed. That is why we 
have to tackle both: we must defend and expand our 
national employee and social rights. In the face of op-
position by governments and European politicians.

And on the other side work for European social rights. 
Because a siege mentality with every man for himself 
will not help us over the long haul. The Europeanisati-
on and internationalisation of business enterprises is 
proceeding apace. The successful work of European 
works councils shows how important coordination at 
the European level is. It is in these bodies that emplo-
yees at various production sites in Europe get together 
to coordinate a common strategy. It is clear that the 
rights of European works councils are weaker than tho-
se of works councils in Germany. But European works 
councils are an important example of how small steps 
in the EU can bring about major changes which would 
not take place without the European context.

A STOP TO DISCRIMINATION AGAINST OLDER PEOPLE 

HELP IN SUPPORTING WEAK REGIONS

A COMMON 
FACE TO 
THE WORLD

CHARTER OF 
FUNDAMENTAL RIGHTS 

FOR EVERYONE



66

KURSWECHSEL

für ein gutes Leben

66

Dear reader,

You don’t have to have gone through higher education to 
know what the European Project has meant for Europe: 
peace and prosperity. You don’t have to be an economist 
to understand that the sustained economic success 
which we all desire can only be obtained in tandem with 
social progress. And you need not to be clairvoyant to 
answer the crucial question about the future of Europe: 
life in peaceful coexistence and material security in Euro-
pe will become fleeting indeed if the policy arena and bu-
siness continue to allow social standards to drift apart. 
The European Union has achieved much in the last 20 ye-
ars. Next to the USA, the single market is the largest inter-
nal market in the world. Many young people feel perfectly 
at home in European metropolises. Cultural diversity is 
part and parcel of our everyday first-hand experience. But 
European policy has at the same time placed business in-
terests and the interests of the financial markets above 
the interests of Europe‘s people. Above working condi-
tions, social security and education. The system was on 
the brink of collapse in 2008. And now the brunt of the 
financial and economic crisis is being borne by those who 
had nothing to do with its causes: employees all over Eu-
rope, young people and pensioners. The causal factors 
are no doubt multifarious and wide-ranging; and yes, the-
re are also skewed developments in the individual mem-
ber states. But it is undeniable that it was above all fren-
zied financial markets that left the world teetering on the 
brink of economic desaster in 2008/2009. The political 
strategy for managing the crisis then missed the oppor-

tunity to place people at the heart of it all and recognise 
that they are “system critical”. Willy Brandt saw these in-
terrelationships already forty years ago when he said: 
“What is crucial is that Europe grow together above and 
beyond economic cooperation and political organisation 
to become a region of our civilisation that is especially 
progressive socially. European integration must directly 
serve the people.” He was right. European integration 
has to directly serve the people! Instead it is driving us 
apart. If government spending – e.g. in Spain or Greece – 
is cut beyond what anyone can endure, when workers 
and trade unions are robbed of their rights and when the-
re is no plan at hand on how to offer an entire generation 
of young people training and jobs (because they believe 
the market will take care of it all), then one should not be 
surprised afterwards. Not surprised about resentment 
between nations, about people becoming disenchanted 
with the political process or finding that at some point a 
whole generation is missing first of all in the labour mar-
ket, but also has to be supported by social assistance. 
Nor should one be surprised when extremist parties me-
nace our democracy.

Isn’t it like this: Political projects lose their meaning, de-
mocratic legitimation and their supporters when they fail 
to ease the lives of people, and instead make their lives 
more difficult. I don’t want “business as usual”, neither 
as a German trade unionist nor as a European citizen. The 
new German government and all the others that make po-

Detlef Wetzel, President of IG Metall



67467

means: we have to apply our democratic tools and 
instruments and expand on them. In the companies 
where we work to safeguard our interests, in society 
by means of our political activities and in elections. 
Pressure has to be intensified on the EU to grant the 
Parliament more powers. And also the new instru-
ment of the European Citizens’ Initiative must be 
welcomed whole-heartedly. Exciting stuff!

We can‘t let ourselves be demoted to beasts of bur-
den by a radical free-market economic system – this 
is the issue that concerns all of us.

Detlef Wetzel

licy in Europe have the task of unifying the forces of soci-
ety! It is not their task to split society apart. That is why 
Europe needs a strategic change in course. European 
budgetary policy has to be backed up by a policy that 
assumes proactive responsibility. Austerity policy has to 
be replaced by an investment policy. It is only through 
growth that we can overcome the European crisis. The 
industrial trade unions are keenly aware: the industrial 
substance that we lose now in this crisis will be lost fore-
ver. And if we fail to invest in research, development and 
infrastructure today, we will pay for it in the future in the 
form of unemployment, waning competitiveness and 
less prosperity.

Our challenge is this: more and more business enterpri-
ses have several European production sites. These sites 
are played off against each other again and again. That is 

why trade unions have to act together. We should all be 
keenly aware: company management functions quite well 
between countries. Trade union cooperation is much 
more difficult. But we must counter the Europeanisation 
and globalisation of capital with an international trade 
union movement. Europe – that is also our job: Pressure 
on employers and politicians to bring about a more just 
and successful economy throughout Europe will only 
work with strong, well-organised trade unions. That is 
why it is so important for all of us to lend a hand. Effective 
power cannot develop if only a couple of trade union offi-
cials decide on a pet project. It unfolds through the ener-
gy of all employees in a spirit of solidarity. To all those 
who now say: “There is no point to all that, the powers 
that be will do as they please, anyway,” I would counter 
with the words of the scholar John Dewey: “The best cure 
for the problems of democracy is more democracy.” This 
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We have to make a start and adjust the social system to conform 
with economic developments in Germany and Europe.

It is urgently necessary that we create positive 
prospects and opportunities for young people.

Fight back! Show tolerance for southern Europe. With more than two 
million members, IG Metall is capable of standing up to capital.

I would like to know whether there are any employers in Europe at all who 
seek any other company path than that in the „bigger-further-faster-higher 
competition“. If it has humane objectives and deals fairly with employees, 
a business will run almost by itself.

It is outrageous that we still allow this kind of political decision-making – in which a very few actors call 
the shots – to run our Europe into the ground. But we only have to cringe in fear before the globalised 
economy if we sacrifice our solidarity to Europe upon the neo-liberal altar! If we successfully defend our 
interests, we will at the same time ensure a more just Europe with more solidarity.


