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A Case of Scandinavian Scepticism: why Danish emplee
representatives do not push for an active role to WCs

Introduction

Trade union movements in Europe today are predarijnaational in character and outlook. Yet,
they relate to the new level of European industgédtions in diverging ways. In this paper | focus
on the views and policies of Danish trade union&oropean Works Councils (EWCs) and
European issues more generally while trying to &ixptheir rather reserved and sceptical attitude
towards a Europeanisation of interest represemtatio

After first attempting to identify some central diges in the context within which trade unionism
operates, | present evidence on how EWCs are ctethexthe Danish industrial relations system
and give some examples of sceptical or reservédadss, to be found not only among Danish but
more generally among Scandinavian trade unionisien | dig deeper into the Danish trade union
discourse on EWCs and more generally on EuropeaonUWagulation and its perceived effects on
Danish industrial relations. Finally, | attemptexplain, if not the causes of, then at least the
background to the sceptical Danish position by esing its historical and socio-political origins.

The wider context

Globalisation in general and European economigmaté&n in particular, have brought serious
challenges to a model of trade unionism which asiéself first and foremost towards the national
level. Companies increasingly operate at a traimmatlevel and have gained a substantial
advantage in being able to pick and choose whelacade their activities or to outsource
specialised parts of them. They do so by seardointipe optimum localisation with regard to
production efficiency as well as closeness to etfitra product markets and labour markets, but also
by actively influencing institutional conditions Imggotiating special conditions and playing off
nation states and national labour movements agaaust other (Cowling and Sugden 1994;
Edwards 1999). State subsidies — generally availabhegotiated by individual companies and
granted by national or local governments — are conptace. So is concession bargaining —
bargaining where unions are facing de-localisasiod are disciplined to give concessions if jobs
and investments are to be maintained. In today#alésm companies still compete with each
other, but so do regions, nation states and ndticage union movements. The radically increased
imbalance has been formulated succinctly by MaQaeitells (1996, 475):

"At its core, capital is global. As a rule, labos local...Labor is disaggregated in its performance,
fragmented in its organization, diversified inésistence, divided in its collective action...Labor



loses its collective identity, becomes increasimgliyvidualized in its capacities, in its working
conditions, and in its interests and projects.”

There is no doubt that Castells is here identifyargjrong, global trend. Yet, at the same time
perhaps he implicitly overestimates the collectdentity and unity of labour in the past, and
perhaps he also overestimates the degree of fragtimmand individualisation in the world of
today. At least in Europe, national arrangemeritgpsbvide some shelter against total
fragmentation and individualisation. During thel@gn years’ of Keynesianism and full
employment workers in Northern Europe increasirdgerienced not just progress, but also a type
of progress that was connected to a corporatistineoFordist type and as such were embedded in
national institutions. Frames were made and in&iitg were built within which workers increased
their productivity and were rewarded with a higleing standard and shorter working hours
(Standing 1999). In many ways, corporatism hasigedvin spite of fractures in the Fordist
production-consumption model, the demise of Keyar@sim, the rise of globalist and neo-liberal
prescriptions, a more insecure labour market arakestrade unions. In some countries — as
Ireland, Finland, Belgium and the Netherlands +dased competition and economic integration
have been met by 'social pacts’ entered into byegawents and trade unions and employer
organisations (Marginson and Sisson 2004). In atbantries, renewed corporatist arrangements
may have been less spectacular, but have nevesshaden the chosen way rather than radical
change. The important exception to this pattethesUK where the Thatcher government
effectively expelled trade unions from the natiopalicy-making scene, and where their come-back
on this scene has only been partial since the LraParty regained power in 1997.

The points to be stressed at this stage is thadg waionism still plays an important role in Eurppe
but also that trade union strategies in Europeantcies still predominantly have national
institutions as their horizon. However, while uréan some countries mainly perceive the
European level as an extension of their domesaigipg field, Danish unions, as we shall see, have
tended to interpret developments at the Europeasat s potentially harmful to their activities and
have taken a reactive and foot-dragging positigooiaies for a 'social Europe’. Why has this been
the case?

It has often been observed how degradation at lede once Euro-sceptic British unions to turn
to the European Union in the hope of winning sornde lost influence back; in the 1980s, while
under attack from the government and employerg aBkitish unions became friends with the EU
president, the French socialist Jacques Delorss ffog case give us a clue as to how national trade
unions react to Europeanisation? Perhaps the asloetof Danish unions to commit themselves at
the European level is related to their relativehprsg and influential position at the national IEve
Perhaps there is a reciprocal relationship betweeness at the national level and reservations
towards the European level? Indeed a rather algrnelationship, since it implies that a strong
committment to European trade unionism will onlisarout of defeats at the national level! | will
return to this question at the end of the paper.

National representation structures in Denmark — andEWCs

Representation of employee interests in the Dasigtem of industrial relations takes place
through a single channel, namely through tradenmidrade unions not only conduct collective
bargaining at sectoral level, but also have an stnmomplete representation monopoly at
workplace level. Here local trade union delegatess,shop stewards, are involved in local



bargaining, monitoring the observance of collecageeements and other rules, and protecting the
rights and interests of individual employees. At §ame time, employee representatives are entitled
to participate in management decisions, partlyepsasentatives on the company board, and partly
as members of the co-operation committee, whitheDanish equivalent of a works council.

In relation to EWCs the relevant Danish institutisrthe co-operation committee. In contrast to the
German works councils, the co-operation commiteesnot based on legislation, but on national
collective agreements between peak level tradenuaia employer organisations. In the private
sector the by far most important agreement is tiee-ein force since 1947 - between t@ (the
Danish confederation for unions organising manuml affice workers) and the DA (the Danish
employers’ confederation).

The co-operation agreement lays down values amtiples, which are designed to guide the co-
operation between management and labour in theblesstament. Seen from an employee
perspective it entails the right to be informed aoasulted on a number of workplace issues. It
does not include any genuine co-determination siglas laid down in the German
Betriebsverfassun@/Vorks Constitution Agt However, itdoesdetermine that a dialogue must take
place concerning employment and working conditionajor changes etc. with the aim of reaching
agreement between the parties as to which prirgighall apply for instance regarding training,
recruitment, technological change and similar is§@udsen 1995, 82-90).

Similar to the Frencltcomité d’entreprisethe Danish co-operation committee is a joint body

consisting of, on the one side management repi&serg, on the other shop stewards representing
the members of the different trade unions presénth@ establishment. The president of the

committee is always from management while the yi@sident is an employee representative.

It is important to note that although the Danishtesn is fundamentally a single channel system the
shop stewards play a double role within it. On ¢ime hand, shop stewards are the local agents
dealing with hardcore collective bargaining isssesh as pay and working time. On the other hand,
they also — in a different forum: the co-operatmmmittee — discuss more soft and qualitative
issues with management and thus participate in placke decision-making with management.
There is no doubt that historically the former rbses been considered the most important. This role
deals with the bread and butter issues, and asctiok bargaining issues are associated with the
right to strike, shop stewards have a clear sehpewer within this field. The latter role — theen
connected with participation through the co-operattommittee — is more concerned with HRM
issues. However, in recent years the participatoly has become increasingly important. It has
become more common for shop stewards - often iir ttegpacity as co-operation committee
members or representatives on the board - to taktarpstrategic decisions and the ‘management of
change’. They do this because they have realisatl dhange is now often a precondition for
survival, and because they want to make sure ligatdnsequences of change are as favourable as
possible to employee interests (Kristensen 2003).

The Danish legislation transposing the EWC Direxfiwvovides as the norm that the employee side
of the co-operation committee(s) is the group ketito elect Danish representatives to EWCs. If no
co-operation committee exists, the electorateesgifoup of shop stewards; and if there is no shop
steward, which is rarely the case, athployees are entitled to take part in an electamally, it is
also determined that groups not represented ircéheperation committee — usually more highly
qualified employees who are organised in unionsaffidtated to the LO and therefore not covered



by the LO-DA co-operation agreement — may ask &presentation. In reality, these rules grant
members of co-operation committees in particulad ahop stewards in general a privileged

position when Danish EWC representatives are eledestudy of Danish EWC representatives

revealed that 99 per cent were trade union memiaéis,86 per cent belonged to trade unions
affiliated to the LO. Further, it was found that &r cent were members of a local co-operation
committee while 35 per cent held a seat on a gamipperation committee. 74 percent reported
that they had a position as a shop steward anceR&pt that they served as a joint shop steward.
(Knudsen & Sgrensen 2000, 20-23). Thus, it camopeladed that Danish EWC representatives are
well-experienced trade union delegates who alsd important posts in the national representation
structure and are well acquainted with conductidgaibogue with management.

About one half of Danish EWC representatives argirsg on EWCs ofmultinational companies
(MNCs) based abroad while the other half are iniflamased MNCs. In relation to the latter
group, an element influencing the Danish behaviauEWCs is the fact that Danish employee
representatives already have access to top manageitlein the Danish representation structures.
In many companies the contacts with managementedaévely frequent and intense. They take
place on the company board, in the central co-tie@racommittee as well as through more
informal contacts between shop stewards and topg®ment. This position in the national arena
means that Danish EWC representatives in Danisacb®ENCs may see little added value from
participating in an EWC. To some extent this wafeoted in an early study of the attitudes of
Danish EWC representatives. Confronted with theestant "The employee representatives on the
EWC have not done enough to achieve influence” &tgnt of EWC representatives in Danish
based MNCs agreed, whereas only 50 percent agreedgathe Danish EWC representatives in
MNCs based abroad (Knudsen & Sgrensen 2000, 99¢h(& ‘home-country effect’ may also be
found in other countries with strong national rejemgation structures as for instance Germany
(Lecher et al2001)).

Country specific behaviour in EWCs — the Danish préile

European Works Councils may be seen as a testmumdrwhere it is possible to measure the
readiness of trade unionists from the differentdpean countries to move from a national to a
European perspective on trade union work. More #3600 employee representatives are now
playing on that ground, and various research figgl@are beginning to throw light on characteristic
national differences in the behaviour of EWC reprgatives (see for instance Whittall et al. 2007).
According to the EWC Directive EWCs are bodies wehemployee representatives in a European
forum may receive information and be consultedhigydentral management in multinational
companies. Whether EWCs will function in a relatveassive way or actively seek to influence
management decisions is to a large extent up tertipdoyee representatives themselves. The
readiness to use the EWC as a tool for influenoeglver, appears to differ in accordance with the
nationality of employee representatives (Pulign20@7). For instance, a German EWC
representative (quoted by Bicknell 2004, 25) hgseernced that

"The Germans and Austrians, or also the Italiansldhe Spanish...are more inclined to want to
make demands and try to get them through. The ®th@r't want to do that. Particularly the
Scandinavians. They are very reserved. They danit to make demands. They have trouble
formulating them, and then don’t want to push tlierough.”



This, of course, can be the accidental experiehoa®individual. However, two comparative
studies lend support to such a view of the ScanéinaEWC representatives. In the European
Foundation study (Weiler 2004) in which the EWCgbfcompanies headquartered in five EU
member states (France, Germany, Italy, SwedenhendK) were investigated, a north-south
divide was detected, not least in Swedish basegaaies as for instance IKEA where Weiler
(2004, 62) noted:

"the north clan is perceived by the south as toopmrative and company oriented while the north
perceives the south behaviour as too political anthgonistic towards management”

Similar tensions existed in the Securitas EWC wileeeScandinavian representatives supported the
management strategy and wanted to work closel\thegevith management whereas the southern
European representatives wanted a more confrongtsbyle in promotion of better pay and

working conditions. Furthermore, it was found ttiet Swedish representatives were generally not
interested in developing a joint European perspedr joint positions on the employee side. While
this was the declared aim of several German bag¥éd<sHWeiler 2004, 59)

"the Swedish EWCs see the committee primarily fswm for information, coordination, and
networking between union representatives fromréiffecountries”

In another comparative study - including Britistish, Dutch, German, Swedish and Finnish EWC
representatives - Jeremy Waddington (2003) fouat ENVC representatives from Sweden and
Finland had the most negative views when askedhtat @xtent they found the information and
consultation at EWC meetings with management usAfsb, they were more prone to report that
management rather than employee representativemaiam the agenda at meetings. According to
the study the British and Irish representativesthadnost positive views, then came the Germans
and the Dutch, while the Scandinavians were th& keathusiastic. Waddington explains the
positive views among the Anglo-Irish representatiwgth the fact that they lack information and
consultation rights at the national level. Basedhensame logic he would have expected the
German and Dutch representatives to hold the nmeggitive views because of the strong legal
rights in these countries. However, the fact tleatilds the Scandinavians in this position leaves
him with a puzzle which "requires further analysisid "suggests that factors additional to the
strength of domestic legal regulations are alsmémttial” (Waddington 2003, 321).

In a study among Danish EWC representatives itfaiasd that representatives in Danish based
EWCs were much less likely than representativdSAfCs based abroad to have taken part in the
drawing up of joint texts or framework agreemenithwnanagement (Bicknell and Knudsen 2005).
This may be taken as an indication that an actineadfensive role is not characteristic of EWCs in
Danish based multinationals.

Ideologically, most Danish employee representatstengly believe in a close co-operation with
management with the aim of increasing the efficjeaued competitiveness of the company —
provided that the workers get what they are eutitteaccording to collective agreements.
Employee representatives respect the fact thatdhmany has to make profits to survive. An
indication of this was found in a German-Danish panson of the views of EWC representatives.
Presented with a list of possible EWC tasks, 57cpat of Danish respondents found it important
"to improve the company’s European profits” whilely17 per cent of the Germans did so
(Bicknell and Knudsen 2005).



Roughly speaking, Danish employee representatige=epre the national co-operation committees
as well as the European Works Councils as spacesfoperation with management with the aim
of strengthening the position of companies to emsusolid base for employment, pay and good
working conditions. It is then in a different spacthe collective bargaining system — that the
struggle to get a fair share of the cake must pd&ee. And collective bargaining, conducted at
national as well as local level, is seen as aaliselutely central activity of trade unions.

Danish trade union policies on EWCs

Some evidence from Danish trade union sources eknté demonstrate how the centrality of the
national collective bargaining system has consecggefor union policies regarding EWCs. A
Danish trade union official responsible for sup@ortl contact to EWCs in the building and wood
sector expressed the role of the unions in this (@agaard 2000, my translation, HK):

“Through the last 5-6 years we have contributedh® establishment of European Works Councils.
In this period we have, at the Nordic as well asBuropean level, mainly been preoccupied with
the procedure for establishing these EWCs....Whearemccasions we have taken an interest in
the activities and tasks of EWCs, the starting plbas been to contain the activities of the EWC.
We have been good at telling what the EWCs shallieal with, and we have been bad at telling
what they shall deal with”.

In the same article he stressed that there isattyn line between information/ consultation and
negotiations, and that it is important to preve@&s from developing into “self-playing pianos”,
i.e. negotiating bodies. In the views of the Dardskd Nordic unions he represented, the role of
EWCs should be confined to seeking influence ofts&sues such as training and health and
safety. The president of the Danish Metal Workehsion can be quoted for the same opinion (LO
2003, 18-19, my translation, HK):

“...itis incredibly important to explain to our meets of European Works Councils that the works
councils they have together with colleagues froheioparts of the company in other countries are
bodies for consultation and information. They caoki at general issues and maybe also personnel
policies. But they must never become fora thatrente agreements at collective bargaining level
or replace collective agreements...”

Further, the metal workers’ president fears thatlzargaining role to the EWCs will tend to
undermine trade unionism (LO 2003, 19, my transigtHK):

“Some in the EMF would like to see the EWCs gd&rtBut here we, together with our Nordic
colleagues, maintain the view that if we entrustEBWCs with collective bargaining issues, then we
will push our members away. Our shop stewardssawillo speak get “our product” from the works
council and thereby also from the company instdagktting it from the organisation to which they
have their natural affiliation”.

To the extent that one can talk of a Danish traderustrategy on EWCs, the guidelines from
Danish trade unions advice EWC representativesongd substantially further than information

and consultation. If joint projects with managemert a possibility these should be on ‘soft’ issues
such as health and safety, training, HRM policés| corporate conduct. Agreements on issues,



which are covered by national collective bargainstgpuld be avoided. Neither is there a real
ambition of influencing localisation decisions aedtructuring processes. If this is attempted it is
usually in the form of an alliance with local maeagent (Kristensen 2003).

There is hardly any doubt that these strategicajunées influence the views and behaviour of
Danish EWC representatives. For instance, a conipaistudy on German and Danish EWC
representatives found the improvement of healthsafiety to be seen by the Danes as the most
important task the EWC should deal with, while issue was only fourth on the German list of
priorities. The German representatives put moreharsig on such issues as ‘improving European
communications between employees’ and ‘maintaijfobg in Europe’ (Bicknell and Knudsen
2005).

The Danish trade union position on EU regulation ingeneral

The cautious and sceptical position towards EW@®isa special case. Concerning demands more
generally for EU wide regulation of working and doyment conditions Danish trade unions are
certainly not to be found in the vanguard, as thaiBh union movement has been quite reluctant to
accept a role for the European level in industaddtions. To return to the president of the Metal
Workers Federation (LO 2003, 16, my translation,)HK

"Our focus is that the development in the EU witlkectives and social dialogue is ok as long as it
does not lead to anything that bothers us. | dothioik this attitude is special for the metalworker
| think it covers the Danish unions generally.”

Such an ethno-centric position is confirmed byuagtoy Torunn Olsen (1996) who compared
German and Danish political processes, involviagérunions, employer organisations and
governments, during the preparation of three E€atives — on pregnant workers, employment
contracts and working time. Three conclusions eadrawn from her study. First, the policies of
the Danish government were based on consensusopssitached between the most important
national trade union and employer organisationsos@, the discussions on the substantial content
of the directives weighed less than concerns dweekpected disruptive impact of the directives on
the Danish regulation system. Third, the Danistppsals were consistently aimed at minimising
the directives’ impact on the Danish regulatiorteys i.e. to reduce the content of general, binding
and detailed employee rights in the directivesdtsfo Knudsen and Lind 1999).

This line was continued for example during the alsstons on the framework directive on
information and consultation and the directive garecy work. In both cases the consensus based
Danish position was that European regulation wasahecessary, and b) could prove detrimental
to domestic arrangements in Denmark. Concerningnfioemation and consultation directive, the
parties shared the opinion that the directive wdngédharmful to Danish industrial relations, and
together they asked not only the Minister of Labdut also the Prime Minister, to intervene on
their behalf [Letter 1998). The fear was the directive would threakenanish works council
system based on collective agreements between gergoganisations and trade unions. The
Danish position contributed to a delay in the psscef adopting the directive as well as to a
watering down of some of its provisions, especibilymaking it crystal clear in the text of the
directive that existing collectively agreed struetifor information and consultation can replaee th
structures provided for by the directive.



Recently, the scepticism of Danish unions as weli@ons in the other Nordic countries has been
fuelled by he European Court decisions in the Liataatholm and Viking cases. As the verdicts in
some respects have challenged the Nordic tradifi@omprehensive union rights to take action
against employers who have not signed a colleeiiyreement, they are seen as a threat to the very
basis of trade unionism in the Nordic countriese3éhevents, however, are so recent that they
cannot serve as an explanation for the generadigtaal attitudes towards EU regulation of
industrial relations.

Explaining Danish scepticism: the theory of the Elas a threat to ‘the Danish model’

Which considerations, which theory, lie behind plodicies described above? First of all, there is a
strong belief in the blessings of the fundamentatijuntarist Danish system of industrial relations.
Again we can listen to the metal worker preside 003, 17-18, my translation, HK):

"We certainly prefer agreements to legislation. §gpes for Denmark, and it goes for Europe. We
think that what we have done in Denmark for margnywyears, namely that the labour market
parties are the ones who negotiate the conditiarthé workplaces is what is most durable and
binding. That is also why we are worried when we cg@leagues asking for legislation in areas
where they think things are progressing slowly bere they cannot get far enough with
agreements. We believe it will be strainful, if destructive, for the the parties’ possibilities to
enter into agreements which they afterwards febgjetd by”.

In Denmark there is strong support for this sockl@anish model’ characterised as it is by a
minimum of legislation, sector level collective baming, local-level bargaining within the frames
of sector agreements, and information and congaftathich are also based on collective
agreements. Trade unions support the model bedagises them a strong position in the system,
and because they believe that the parts they playsecure a high affiliation rate. Employers
organisations support it because it frees them fitetailed, inflexible legislation for instance on
employment protection, working time and minimum pawpd politicians support it because they
believe it is the best way to avoid conflict anddngse the industrial relations parties are oriedtat
towards growth and competiveness and thus preparect in a 'responsible’ way.

The quotation above also expresses a widely hédiefItleat ‘too much’ legislation, irrespective of
whether it comes from Copenhagen or Brussels, timsao disrupt the system by shifting the
delicate balance it rests upon. Notably theregsraeived risk that the employers will pull back
their support for the system and instead unilaieeald head-on pursue their stated aim of
deregulation. The collective bargaining systemeipived as guid pro quosystem which is
thought to be disturbed when one of the sidesthisncase the employees — gets something for
nothing through the legislative road.

The theory of the EU as a 'threat to the Danish aliatbt only thrives in the trade union

movement, but also in the academic field. On thesbaf comprehensive studies of the Danish
collective bargaining system the two associategeld3ue and Jgrgen Steen Madsen actually
invented 'the Danish model’ as the concept thabis generally used to describe the Danish
industrial relations system. They also formulatesl theoretical expectation that EU regulation
represents a threat to the Danish model. Durind. 89®s they seconded the trade union movement
in its demand that EU directives should primariyimplemented in Denmark through collective



agreements rather than legislation. If this coutbe done the whole system is thought to be lat ris
(Due et al 2000: 154):

"The implications for the Danish model are realth requirement that all workers are to be
covered by the political directives means excessipplementary legislation, this will drastically
alter the balance between collective agreementdegidlation in the Danish model. This, in turn,
will reduce the influence of the labour-market angations, and the trade unions in particular risk
losing members. Why join a union if you are alreadtitled to the rights via legislation?”

Faced by a case at the European Court prepardeliuropean Commission, the Danish
government in 2003 finally backed down from theippas developed by the labour market parties
and the government in the early 1990s, namelyitmaliementation of EU directives could and
should take place solely through collective agregmeat least in cases where this was deemed
preferable by the parties. The problem with thisitsan was of course its failure to guarantee the
rights of the directives to employees not covengddilective agreements — estimated at between
20 and 30 per cent of the labour force (Scheue8, 1199 2001) — in a system that does not operate
with erga omnegrovisions. Today the applied method of implemeaitais a mixture of including
the directives’ provisions in collective agreementsr those employees that are covered — and
supplementary legislation that aims at employe¢soeered by collective agreements.

According to the arguments underpinning the thedrigU regulation as a threat to the Danish
model the catastrophe thus actu@l§soccurred! A number of EU Directives have lead to
legislation in Denmark on various industrial redas issues. However, it is very difficult to see th
‘drastic’ changes that were expected as a consequé&nade union membershigdeclining, but it
is certainly not possible to verify EU regulatiohtae main cause. Many other factors are at play
such as changes in the employment structure amjsirpattitudes among young workers.

Anyway, the main thrust of the theory remains intéds still the predominant view that EU
regulation based on legislation will have harmfifiéets on the the Danish model. This is true even
if the Danish trade union movement in recent ybarse attempted to formulate a more offensive
policy pointing at alternative methods of EU regiala. Since the late 1980s Danish unions have
propagated negotiations between ETUC and UNICEefefable to the legislative way. But only
since 2003 has this position been developed inra ahetailled way. The 2003 LO Congress opted
for connecting the wish for negotiations with deasfor a framework agreement between ETUC
and UNICE/CEEP - defining procedures for negotiatiat the European level - and a European
labour court. However, and contrary to the ETUCifpms the Danish resolution explicitly refused
to demand a right to strike at the European IeAgllong as this is not achieved, it will be difficu

to drag the employers to the European negotiatibletand political regulation will still have a eol
to play.

A critical assessment of the Danish theory of thelEas a threat
In the meantime, it is still relevant to discuss theory of EU as a threat to the Danish model, and
the reasons why this theory has had and still bels a strong influence on Danish trade union

positions toward the European level.

It is indeed debatable whether the high affiliatiate of Danish trade unions, let alone their socio
political strength, can be explained by the volustaharacter of the Danish industrial relations



system — the centrality of collective bargainingpbpposed to legislation. Alternative explanations
are available. It is a fact that countries — sue®waeden, Finland and Denmark — in which
unemployment funds are administered by the tradensr(the socalled Gent-system) display
clearly higher affiliation rates than countries whenemployment benefits are administered by the
state (Lind 1996). It is also noteworthy that thabgl trend of markedly diminishing affiliation
rates since the 1970s only started to hit thesatdes during the last few years. Further, the
general trend for trade union membership to drapguimes of rising unemeployment does not
seem to function in countries with the Gent-systeather union membership tends to rise with
unemployment. In Denmark, not only are union basezinployment funds responsible for
servicing the unemployed; they also provide theagrte ticket to the system of early retirement
pay which is open to members aged between 60 agdd&5. Seen together with the low level of
protection against dismissal granted by collectiggeements unemployment insurance and
entitlement to early retirement pay are seen bykeamsras very important pillars in the social
security system (Madsen 2004). Moreover, tradensm@njoy a prominent position in the political
system. They take part in tripartite institutionsni local to central state level and are strongly
involved in administering state means for instafiocezocational training and improvements in
health and safety. Finally, there is a consensumgrthe political parties and the labour market
parties that domestically initiated legislationlabour issues should not take place unless it is
endorsed by the peak union and employer organmsat®o, the unions owe their high membership
rates and influential position to a number of igtonal set-ups of which collective bargaining is
only one, and, as argued, hardly the most importéuetn it comes to explaining the high affiliation
rate.

On this background there are good reasons to cemsid predominant theory on how legislative
EU regulation is likely to affect the Danish indisstrelations system, if not completely erroneous,
at least highly problematic. Still, it is a venflirential, so let us try to find out how it emerged

How the ‘Danish model’ became a holy cow

In the debate prior to the referendum in 1972, wiendorsed Danish EC membership, the
opponents on the left conceptualised the EC ast&apEurope’. They argued joining the EC was
only the first step towards entering something tiatild become "an ever closer union” - as
actually stated as the aim in the Treaty of Rommed that such a future would endanger labour
standards and the autonomy of the Danish induséfations system. The proponents, for their part,
eagerly stressed the expected financial benefiE&Eomembership and denied that political and
social integration would ever become realisticdess of the Community; consequently, industrial
relations and labour standards would not be affecte

Since then, the proponents of membership — inctuthie major political parties, the employers’
organisations and the leaders of the trade uniorement - have been fighting an uphill battle to
keep their promises. Every time a new Europeantymeas negotiated pushing European
integration further they have had to defend thendfamentally defensive position by claiming the
changes would not alter conditions in Denmark ip significant way.

It is within this political configuration the thepof the EU as a threat to the Danish model — had t
ensuing policies of trying to prevent or water ddil legislation in the field of industrial relatisn
— have been capable of serving as the perfect @mge. The compromise has gone as far as
possible to satisfy the sceptical left wing in trege union movement. As the employer’s
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organisations are generally opposegrolabour regulation it has fully served their pal#i goals

as well. And for the trade union leadership it pesvided a platform that has secured peaceful
coexistence with EU critical rank-and-file uniosists well as pro EU employers. Backed by the
government as well, the theory has serveddes factonational pact functioning as a defense of
national corporatist arrangements. In the Europeatext, this position has been difficult for the
trade unions, however. Again and again Danish twaxens have found themselves out of line with
mainstream European trade unionism which has dptestronger labour rights and stronger social
integration at the European level. Perhaps, onesagranish trade union leaders have been hit by
history’s revenge in the sense that their parti@pain the yes-campaign back in 1972 — with
promises of Danish EU membership without Europeaiesand political integration — has forced
them to stick to basically nationalist perspectitebas been very clear in the Danish debateabat
soon as some trade union leader ventured to pra@posae pro European union line he/she has
been caught in a cross fire of criticism from &itl unionists on the one side and 'market
European’ employer organisations on the othethimway ‘the Danish model’ — and the national
consensus on the importance of defending it — basrhe a holy cow.

Recently there have been signs of a possible futeskening of the compromise behind the theory
of EU regulation as a threat to the Danish modalL® publication from 2001 discussing
collective agreements versus legislation bluntyest: "The Danish Model is not threatened” (LO
2001, 1). The statement alone indicates that Sweiss being debated. On the left, in the face of
globalisation and Europeanisation, there are irsingadoubts whether European industrial relations
regulation is really such a bad idea. Some firadatming to see a now relatively succesful extreme
right campaigning against social and political gnggion in Europe on a nationalist and xenophobic
platform. Further, there is an increasing undeditanthat minimum labour standards throughout
the European Union can provide some defence agsonil dumping practices. In other words, the
more economic Europeanisation and globalisatior leecome real, the more it is being realised
that a trade unionism that is confined to the matidevel has severe shortcomings.

Towards a conclusion

After this long journey into Danish industrial retans institutions and Danish attitudes towards the
European Union let us now return to the startingpand ask: how, then, do we explain the rather
passive, reserved and sceptical role played bydbaamployee representatives and trade unionists
on EWCs? Why are the Danes not in the forefrontragtbose who want EWCs to play a more
active role in transnational trade unionism?

Firstly, the tempting, and hardly wrong, answethit the scepticism is related to the fact that
Danish unions domestically have never been cordmbhy a Thatcher-style shock, but on the
contrary have experienced a high and stable dedri@fuence and success within the national
institutional framework. Danish unions have a loraglition of being organisations representing the
vast majority of wage earners and of being cemtrdktermining their members’ working
conditions, pay, pensions, social security, antigpation rights at work as well as in society at
large. Danish trade unionists are confident they tave achieved results in the past and can
continue to do so in the future. The results ha@nkachieved in national, corporatist settings, and
as long as these function reasonably well, it tdikely that Danish, or Scandinavian for that sake
unions will invest their energy in an offensive waythe European industrial relations structures.
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Secondly, from the account given above it is alsdent that more general and political attitudes
towards the EU have played a role. The Danish @ajoul is generally opposed to a far-reaching
European integration, and because referenda adeasmdorse major changes in EU structures the
trade union leadership must always be aware ofgootg too far’ and thereby provoking an even
stronger opposition to the EU. The rejection of Meastricht Treaty by the Danish referendum in
1992 as well as the rejection of joining the Euyahother referendum demonstrated there are clear
limits to how far the elites — the political, busgs and union leaders — can go concerning iniégtiv
for stronger European integration. The elites matyagree internally on what kind of integration is
desirable, but the point is that any kind of ingdgm — except pure market ingration — risks being
rejected by a majority of the population.

Thirdly, the way in which a national consensus tegeloped on the theme of preventing the
‘Danish model’ from being undermined by Europeagutation is probably rather unique. Although
national corporatist arrangements are importasbme other EU member states as well, they are
hardly seen aalternativesto regulation at the EU level to the same exterisdhe case in

Denmark.

Fourthly, regarding specifically the Danish engagatron EWCs it is important to stress how it is
influenced by the experience from the national peration committees. These are explicitly not
bodies for collective bargaining, but rather dedhwgoft issues and development issues that may be
advantageous to the company as well as it worléiis.experience is brought along when Danish
representatives act on EWCs. The existence of ecatipn committees as well as board level
representation at the national level also seemiaioa role. EWCs in Danish based MNCs are
generally rather passive, and an important reasothis is undoubtedly that the, usually dominant,.
Danish group of representatives do not really seeatlded value of having an EWC.

Will the Danish EWC/EU scepticism persist? My exjpéion is that as globalisation and
Europeanisation gradually may tend to erode thiemaltpower positions of unions, it is likely that
Danish unions will reorient themselves and becormeemactive European players. Globalisation,
European economic integration as well as the weame on catastrophic predictions concerning
the consequences of EU regulation, all tend to plusiold agenda of seeing European regulation as
conflicting with national regulation in the backgral. In this situation a Thatcher-type shock is
hardly a precondition for a new, more pro-Europeaentation among Danish and other
Scandinavian trade unions. Danish unions havdiyest through a period of 15 years with
considerable real wage increases and a returnl tenfiyployment. When this trend will be reversed,
which is likely to happen within the next few yeatwill perhaps also be time for the trade unions
to reconsider their strategies. Another importaatpndition is of course that unions across Europe
manage to enter into more intense debates andagaoime binding decisions regarding the space
that should be given to EWCs within an overall Eag@@an trade union strategy.
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