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Abstract

This article reviews the impact of European Union long-term strategies on industrial
relations standards at both international and national levels – the latter with a par-
ticular focus on Bulgaria. Such strategies have the aim of enabling the European
economy better to compete on the international stage, but they also present direct
challenges to the labour market and to the industrial relations institutions at a time
when these are already under severe pressure as a result of the global financial
and economic crisis. The author discusses several issues which are problematic in
the extension of EU-wide strategies to Bulgaria, particularly as regards their impact
on the labour market, with the latter also undergoing transformation in the process
of recovery and adaptation to European-style structures and approaches. The arti-
cle concludes that there needs to be better integration between European and na-
tional level systems if long-term strategies are to have a chance, but that resistance
and fear may act as an effective block on the potential success of trans-nationali-
sation.

Keywords: EU, labour market, globalisation, low carbon economy, social cohe-
sion, skills, flexibility, migration, social dialogue, industrial relations, information and
consultation, lifelong learning, restructuring, CSR, social dumping, investment

Introduction

The Europe 2020 strategy seems to present a new challenge for European Union
(EU) member states, as well as the chance for many of them to improve their economies,
labour market, education, sciences and technologies, and environmental protection.
The implementation of the Lisbon Strategy, which was passed in 2000, was not suffi-
ciently successful for all EU member states; and its results have been weakened as a
result of the world financial crisis, which had started in 2008. However, there are ex-
pectations that a new strategy, with new steps and new approaches, could lead to better
results.

Both the Lisbon Strategy and the new Europe 2020 strategy were set up to address
the remaining long-term challenges which all European societies are now facing: glob-
alisation; the transition towards a low carbon economy; aging populations; and
strengthening towards a more socially cohesive society, based on equal opportunities
and equal treatment.1

1 ETUC, BUSINESS EUROPE, CEEP, UEAPME (2010) Joint Statement on Europe 2020 Strat-
egy 4 June, p. 1.

4/2012 SEER Journal for Labour and Social Affairs in Eastern Europe p. 509 – 528 509

https://doi.org/10.5771/1435-2869-2012-4-509 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 08.05.2026, 17:46:18. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F1435-2869-2012-4-509


Some of the main indicators of the Strategy were related to growth (a 3 % average
over a decade); the percentage of GDP invested in R&D (3 %); the overall employment
rate (70 %); and to particular employment rates for women (60 %) and for workers aged
55-64 (50 %).

However, in 2005 the mid-term review of the implementation of the strategy pre-
sented the modest progress which had been achieved, and the European Commission
(EC) took the recommendation that the Strategy should focus on two main indicators,
such as jobs and growth, and that the objectives of these two main dimensions – at
national and European level – should be better clarified. In many countries, progress
was reached during the following five years (2006-2010), but the beginning of the world
financial crisis brought to a stop both economic growth and the increase of employment
in many EU-member states. For some of them, financial problems also appeared.

At the same time, the Lisbon Strategy was not legally binding and individual coun-
tries could not be forced to achieve the purposes of the Strategy. For some of them,
especially most of the new EU member states, it is extremely difficult to reach a balance
between economic growth, the renewal of technology and implementing all the prin-
ciples of the European social model and social cohesion.

The progress that has been achieved in regard to the employment rate in most
countries in the last decade has been exclusively attributable to atypical contracts.2 In
2010, there was a growth in temporary employment – the total hours worked in the
context of temporary jobs was about 23 % in October 2010. There is also more part-
time work.

The Europe 2020 strategy seems to be more clear and particular, but it is also based
on several different pillars. The main purpose of Europe 2020 is the establishment of
conditions for the better competition of the EU-economy with other economic giants,
but it challenges once again the European social model and European industrial rela-
tions systems, as well as national social models and national systems of industrial re-
lations within the member states. At the same time, social models and industrial rela-
tions have already been challenged by the world financial and economic crisis, whose
consequences have still not been overcome.

Some of the purposes and indicators within the new strategy seem to be very similar
to the requirements of the old Lisbon Strategy, but the new strategy is more focused
on energy saving and renewable energy resources, as well as on the improvement of
education, including primary and secondary education as a prerequisite for employment
growth and the reduction of poverty.

Immediately after the acceptance of the new Strategy, some criticisms addressed
to it, and expressed by politicians and researchers, began to appear. The politicians
intend mainly to criticise the balance between national and European dimensions; while
researchers try to review more broadly the contents of the strategy and the quality of
its aims. According to Philippe Pochet, the General Director of the European Trade
Union Institute, there could be many questions stated and many problems defined
within the new Strategy, including as follows:

2 Pochet, Philippe (2010) ‘What is wrong with Europe 2020?’ ETUI Policy brief on social poli-
cy No. 2. 2010, pp. 3-6.
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n there could be difficulties in reaching a balance in the context of restricting the
consequences of both the economic and financial crisis and the environmental
crisis

n the questions of labour market fragmentation, wage inequalities and the quality of
work have not been raised by the Strategy; and lessons from the Lisbon Strategy
have not been learned

n inequalities are limited to questions of health and poverty
n there are tremendous differences in the results of member states – one example is

post-secondary education.3
The implementation of the new Strategy could be improved by a single market act

of the European Commission, with processes under the existing one brought to an end
in April 2011, and a second Act, the final version of which is under preparation as of
October 2012. The first one foresaw new policies in several main areas, including:
better access to capital, especially for small and micro enterprises; analysis of the social
impact of single market legislation; the improvement of the directive on professional
qualifications; the promotion of social economics and of innovative social enterprises;
the resolution of conflicts; the promotion of new technologies; etc. The second act also
includes some agents of growth, such as the establishment of integrative networks in
the framework of the single market, the promotion of the mobility of citizens and en-
terprises, support for the digital economy and the promotion of social entrepreneurship,
cohesion and the trust of consumers. Some of the new policies correspond to Europe
2020 objectives, especially those regarding the green economy, the growth of the em-
ployment rate and the reduction of poverty.

However, the two single market acts are mainly focused on the markets of goods,
capital and services, and not as much on the labour market. Attention is paid to the
social consequences and to social cohesion, but the role of human resources in facili-
tating growth and competitiveness has not been properly examined.

At the same time, the implementation of the new Europe 2020 strategy could bring
innovations in economics, in labour and social policy and in industrial relations at both
the national and the European levels, which may improve the quality of life of European
citizens.

European industrial relations in the perspective of the Europe 2020 strategy

The transformation of labour in the perspective of Europe 2020 – European dimensions
It is certain that Europe 2020 presents a new challenge to the continued transfor-

mation of labour which has already been caused by globalisation. There are seven
flagship initiatives in Europe 2020: an innovation union; youth on the move; a digital
agenda for Europe; a resource-efficient Europe; an industrial policy for the globalisa-
tion era; an agenda for new skills and jobs; a European platform to tackle poverty. Most
of these could provoke changes in industrial policies, as a result of current and further
restructuring. They could also lead to the appearance of new jobs, companies and sec-
tors as well as to decline and the disappearance of many others. At the same time, new

3 ibid.
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employment and a new workforce could appear and, probably, new labour standards
established, too.

The decline of those industries which are still using old energy resources or old
technologies, provoking environmental problems, or old agricultural methods, is pos-
sible. In any case, the reduction of employment in some sectors and companies is both
possible and also happening now. The increase in employment at national or European
level in the short-term, or over a longer period of time, may slow down or, at least, the
creation of mainly atypical new jobs could result.

Some conclusions from research studies show that ‘green’ investment, especially
in renewable energy sectors and environmental construction, is a potentially significant
engine for job creation. The result depends on policies surrounding the promotion of
the new skills required by these new industries. Some analyses, based on research into
the practices of ‘green’ restructuring and training policies, give the conclusion that the
new skills could be established even when they are based on existing competences, but
especially so when new approaches to qualifications are used.4

Some other conditions could also influence changes in the labour market, among
them being these six:
n the challenge resulting from the new objectives of world-wide competition, which

are not equal for all countries. Not all EU member states have the abilities to reach
these: they either still have not been able to define their competitive advantage, or
have not been able to use this in an appropriate way

n the challenge presented by the still-strong influence of the crisis – in fact, there are
new steps in the crisis, the most recent one of which is appearing mainly as a severe
recession in some countries but also as financial collapse in several others. The
consequences of the crisis are barriers to the transformation of the economy and
to the increase of employment. Between 2008 and 2010, the crisis brought a re-
duction or the ‘freezing’ of wages and salaries in the public sector, as well as the
implementation of more passive wages policies, the reduction of productivity and
labour market segmentation; in 2011-2012, it is causing also an increase in in-
equalities which can be observed on the labour market and in the conditions of
labour and the living standards of the population5

n the will for the establishment of a common EU model of financing and tax policy,
bearing in mind the new ‘Euro plus’ pact on the co-ordination of national
economies and the improvement of financial stability

n growing scepticism towards the European Union in some countries, which could
make more difficult the implementation of national targets in the new Strategy.
Such trends have already been expressed by some government leaders of EU
member states. Such scepticism has been rapidly increased by the crisis

4 European Centre for the Development of Vocational Training (2010) Skills for green jobs:
European synthesis report in conjunction with the International Labour Office, Luxemburg:
Publications Office of the European Union, pp. 3-4.

5 ETUI (2012) Benchmarking Working Europe ETUI: Brussels.
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n demographic issues, especially the aging of population, which could make the
innovation process too difficult and which could also put a halt to the increase in
employment and make the reduction of poverty more complicated

n the extension of the common labour market and the increase of migration inside
the EU, and also of immigration from outside, presents major challenges to labour
standards and to social security.

Some of these challenges could be barriers which are too tough for many EU mem-
ber states in the implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy. In many cases, they may
not be able to be overcome. It has been said that:

The Achilles heel of Europe is its people,

including as regards the aging of population, the shrinking labour force and the
inability to attract a skilled foreign workforce. Highly-skilled foreign workers account
for only 1.7 % of all workers in the EU, compared to 9.9 % in Australia, 7.3 % in Canada
and 3.5 % in the United States. A massive 85 % of unskilled foreign labour comes to
the EU, while only 5 % goes to the US. Europe may already be a home for 42 % of
migration across the globe, but it has succeeded in attracting mainly low-skilled and
unskilled people.6

The result is that the aging of the population has progressed, the new labour force
(mainly immigrants) is low-skilled and their integration into European societies, in-
cluding in education systems, has been too difficult. This questions the objectives as
regards the improvement of education and training, innovation in industries and in
technologies, including the implementation of more green technologies, and also in the
growth of employment and the reduction of poverty. For reaching its new objectives
even in part, EU member states need radically to change their approaches and mech-
anisms for policy implementation, and even to change the attitudes of their populations
and societies.

Industrial relations in the European Union under the transformation of labour
The new labour and the new workforce, which would emerge in the case of the

success of the new Europe 2020 strategy, could have an impact on industrial relations
and the social dialogue. Firstly, the changes in industries, companies, labour and the
workforce could generate new approaches in company and sector-level industrial re-
lations since the actors will also change. Secondly, new policies will also require new
views among the social partners concerning energy resources, environmental protec-
tion and climate change, and sustainable development as a whole, as well as the edu-
cation and training of the workforce and new work ethics.

Industrial relations in most EU member states are still based on the pillars of
post-1945 western Europe – trade unions and employer organisations as the main ac-
tors; the co-ordination of collective bargaining; employee representation in firms; and
consultation between the social partners on social and economic issues on a regular

6 ‘EU at risk if Europe 2020 fails to deliver’ 9 February 2011 www.euroactiv.com.
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basis.7 The same pillars are also taken into account in post-communist countries, but
the process has taken too long as a result of the hard transition of national economies.

At European level, there is also a social dialogue and first steps in the Europeani-
sation of industrial relations but, for a long time, the common decisions at the level of
the EU as a whole regarding labour and social issues could only have been taken by
consensus. After the mid 1980s, the limited capacity of Community influence on in-
dustrial relations was extended, with qualified majority voting implemented for more
labour and social issues. The Lisbon Treaty, coming into force on 1 December 2009,
also gave the chance to take more decisions on the basis of a qualified majority. The
Charter of Fundamental Rights of the EU, which came into force together with the new
Treaty, made some of the main labour and social rights, including particular rights
concerning industrial relations, common for EU member states.

Some peculiarities of labour and industrial relations policies in the EU-27 (which
will be the EU-28 after 1 July 2013) have led to varying results for the Lisbon Strategy
and could bring many variations concerning the impact of Europe 2020 on the national
and European dimensions of industrial relations:
n there are many and various traditions of systems of industrial relations: inclusive;

dualistic and market-based employment regimes; as well as Nordic, continental,
liberal and southern patterns of industrial relations. However, there are also vari-
ations in eastern Europe.8 For instance, employment policies based on the Lisbon
Strategy have been prepared and implemented in some regions and countries with
tripartite agreements, while in others on the basis of autonomous agreements. The
same could happen with new policies regarding employment and poverty

n the impact of the main pillars of European industrial relations is still low in the
new EU member states, especially regarding main issues such as freedom of as-
sociation for workers and employers; the co-ordination of collective bargaining;
workplace information and consultation; and social pacts. In some countries, trade
unions still have severe difficulties in establishing new structures and establish-
ment relationships with employers. Information and consultation rights are still
under-developed, especially in some countries such as Bulgaria, Poland and the
Baltic states. Integration in the European social dialogue of the social partners in
the new EU member states is not yet finished, especially at the sectoral level

n there is still no well-established and functioning common framework for labour
and social standards at EU level. The continuing freedom of movement of workers
still does not correspond to an appropriate legal framework

n the European social dialogue is challenged both by common EU objectives and
national characteristics which continue to be strong. There are many difficulties in
the process of reaching common agreements and then in implementing them

n data from some surveys shows that national associations of employers at sector
and inter-sectoral levels have been weakened, and that the bargaining power of

7 European Commission (2008) Industrial relations in Europe 2008 Report of the European
Commission (DG ‘Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Opportunities’, September, pp. 10-11.

8 ibid.
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trade unions has also slowed.9 There are trends towards the de-regulation of in-
dustrial relations and the de-centralisation of collective bargaining, often encom-
passing the use of open clauses and derogations in sector agreements. Most of these
phenomena have been caused by the crisis, but some dimensions appeared even in
the 1990s.

The results of the Lisbon Strategy show that the social partners were not always
really involved in its implementation; there was on occasion more talk than action.10

There were not many successes in the integration of migrants and their involvement in
national industrial relations systems; in the integration of young workers; in the pre-
vention of discrimination; or in solving some of the issues related to lifelong learning.
Some national trade unions still support views which are old, pre-globalisation and
simply too closed. Employers tend generally to be much more open and pro-Europe,
but many national associations of employers still support companies with short-term
purposes. Governments sometimes use double standards – while some of their repre-
sentatives often present anti-immigration speeches. Important examples of this are the
recent speeches of some British politicians towards immigrants from Bulgaria and Ro-
mania while, in an earlier time, their positions towards immigrants from Poland and
other east European countries served similarly. Also, the positions of the governments
of the Netherlands and Finland and, recently, of the German government towards the
accession of Bulgaria and Romania to the Schengen Area are evidence of double stan-
dards. On the other hand, many governments could not prevent illegal immigration,
because it is difficult to observe the flows, or because it offers cheap labour for business.

It seems that Europe needs a new vision for industrial relations, which should be a
response to the new challenges and which should be more European in orientation. The
European social partners should also establish a social vision for Europe in the context
of Europe 2020, including fair labour standards and also policies of social cohesion, in
particular those which seek to narrow or eliminate the gaps between member states.
Currently there are still many, and often strong, differences among member states be-
cause of the lower than average EU social standards existing in most new member states
and because of the still-weak common labour and social standards which exist at EU-
level. Additionally, sometimes contradictions may appear between different member
states, especially between old and new member states, in particular in cases of the
transfer of enterprises/operations from one to another country and also in the case of
contradictions caused by disputes regarding the social protection of migrant workers
and ‘social dumping’ as regards wages and incomes.

National dimensions of industrial relations in the perspective of the Europe 2020
strategy – the case of Bulgaria

Bulgarian transformation of labour – main trends, challenges and perspectives
Bulgaria started to implement the Lisbon agenda before joining the European

Union. Many difficulties resulted from privatisation and economic restructuring, but

9 ETUC (2010) Annual collective bargaining survey ETUC: Brussels.
10 Magnusson, L (2010) After Lisbon – Social Europe at the crossroads Working Paper 2010.01,

ETUI: Brussels, p. 18.
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some results were reached in the 2003-2009 period. These were related mainly to the
improvement in the business environment, as well as the liberalisation of the tax
regimes (including the reduction of corporate tax and taxes on personal incomes to a
level of 10 %) and the reduction in the level of insurance contributions. Additionally,
some increase in employment rate from 2004-2008, and a reduction in the unemploy-
ment level to approximately 5 % in September 2008, could be observed.

However, the results were not as successful regarding the improvement of admin-
istration and the abolition of the administrative barriers to business and regarding the
establishment of the information society. The promotion of lifelong learning and the
improvement of vocational training, and the implementation of the European social
model and social inclusion, were also not particularly successful. The objectives con-
cerning the employment rate were reached, mainly because of emigration and the
growth in construction and estates, but, at the same time, it was mainly low- and medi-
um-skilled jobs that were created. Between 2005 and 2008, there were even some labour
shortages, especially in construction, some manufacturing sectors, IT and tourism, that
appeared. Such deficits were caused mainly by emigration and the aging of population,
but their appearance also indicated that there were problems within education and vo-
cational training.

According to the opinion of the Bulgarian Economic and Social Council, which
was discussed and passed in October 2010:

The twenty-year transition towards the market economy did not lead to the effective structural
reforms in the economy and related fields. The perspective for long-term sustainable develop-
ment is threatened by the inherited and newly-created fundamental structural problems of the
economy. In Bulgaria, corporate governance is also still not sufficiently effective and the tax
system, although one of the best for business in Europe, is still promoting short-term profit and
speculation. Long-term business strategies are practically absent, with the exception of the
strategies of some multinational subsidiaries and of some domestic investors, but too rarely
among the latter group. At the same time, the influence of the crisis seems to be too long and
painful.11

Subsequent to the onset of the crisis, there was a reduction of employment in Bul-
garia – as of 2008, the level of employment (as a share of the whole population) was
50.8 %; in 2011, it was 45.6 %; and, in the fourth quarter of 2012, it was 47 %.12 The
trends in the level of unemployment correspond to the trends in employment – in 2008,
the annual unemployment level was 5.6 %; in 2011, it was 11.2 %; and, for the fourth
quarter of 2012, 12.4 %.13

An appropriate Bulgarian response to the new challenges referred to in the Europe
2020 strategy means a continuation of economic restructuring; investment in transport
and energy infrastructure; new changes in the business environment; the improvement
of public administration and in the regulatory environment for business; and an increase

11 Economic and Social Council of Bulgaria (2010) Opinion on Strategic Priorities of the Bul-
garian Economy within the Europe 2020 Strategy Sofia, September, p. 3.

12 According to the data of NSI, 2013.
13 ibid.
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in the share of the carbon-free and low-carbon economy as well as in renewable energy
resources.

The implementation of the Europe 2020 strategy in Bulgaria, and its impact on
labour and labour relations, could also be challenged by several issues.

Environmentalism
The implementation of renewable energy resources, the promotion of low carbon

sectors and company development and environmental protection as a whole are chal-
lenged by the ‘strong traditions’ of the old energy companies. The strongest resistance
is expressed by energy business lobbies (in Bulgaria, there are several so-called lobbies
for various types of energy – coal, gas and oil, and nuclear). Among the reasons which
led to the decision taken by the government in April 2012 to stop the building of
Belene, the new nuclear power station, could be mentioned not only the visible lack of
potential efficiency, which was clear to many experts since the beginning of negotia-
tions on the project in 2007, but also others like the probable pressure from the sidelines
of some of the other non-nuclear lobbies.

However, the government was forced to organise in January 2013 a referendum on
the establishment of new nuclear stations as a result of the initiative of the biggest
opposition party, the socialists, which pushed for such a plebiscite following the gov-
ernment’s decision to abandon Belene.

The referendum, whose main question was more general than the BSP wanted –
‘Should nuclear energy be developed further in Bulgaria by building a new nuclear
power plant?’ – since it did not focus precisely on the Belene plant, was practically
boycotted by citizens. Only 22 % voted and, although 60 % of them voted ‘yes’, they
represented about 12 % of all those having the right to vote. The outcome was that
parliament confirmed the decision not to establish Belene. Practically speaking, this
decision does not preclude the possibility of the establishment of another nuclear plant
(for example, the extension of the existing nuclear power facility at Kozloduy).

However, in February 2013a political crisis started in Bulgaria and this led to a
decision being taken, after the resignation of the centre-right government and the refusal
of all the parties to make any attempt to establish a new government in the framework
of the existing National Assembly, to hold elections in May and then in July 2013. The
crisis was mainly provoked by problems in the price of energy services – electricity
and heating – and by mass demonstrations addressed initially towards monopoly com-
panies in energy production and supply, and then towards the government and finally
towards all politicians and the political system. Formally, the reasons for the demon-
strations were the increase in electricity prices and, to some degree, of heating costs
since the beginning of the year and dissatisfaction with the standard of living and with
corruption among politicians. However, some business groups, including the energy
lobbies, and especially those who are dissatisfied with the results of the referendum
and with government decisions concerning the development of nuclear energy, also
tried to use the dissatisfaction of the people to make political changes directed at the
new government which could be more favourable to nuclear power.

At the same time, investments in some new energy companies, mainly in those
using renewable energy resources (for example, wind) could also be resisted by farmers
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because such new companies could seek to use agricultural land. This could made a
process of ‘green’ restructuring much more difficult than expected.

Technological changes
Radical changes in technology and in the promotion of particular innovations are

also not easy with regard to their implementation. Research and development invest-
ment has been too low in the last 23 years, but the current budget deficits and budget
restrictions caused by the influence of the crisis remain a barrier to the investment
process in this area. At the same time, radical reforms in the R&D sector, as well as in
university education, have not yet been started and even the first steps which were made
by the last government have encountered strong resistance. The average age of em-
ployees in universities and the sciences is too high; there are not many young candidates
for academic jobs; and many high-level researchers, especially in mathematics and
sciences, left the country in the 1990s.

Social policy reform
Bulgaria still has to continue with its reform of social security systems, in healthcare

and social assistance and in education. However, such reforms would be painful as they
have been prolonged and need to be continued under the new budget restrictions. Public
expenditure on such sectors is suffering from the cuts, but it is not easy to implement
reforms without money. Furthermore, the results are only deteriorating services, espe-
cially in healthcare and social assistance and in the support of old people, people with
disabilities, children without parents and others. This could also reflect the reduction
of employment in such areas, the worsening of services for small towns and villages
and the transformation of the provision of social assistance to another mechanism,
whose advantages are as yet unproven. The Bulgarian government and civil society are
already severely challenged by the need to strike a better balance between financial
sustainability and social cohesion.

Industrial structure
The industrial structure of Bulgaria is still out of proportion – the share of the non-

formal economy, with jobs of low quality, is large and there are many low-value add
and high energy-consuming industries and companies. The number of employees in
the service sector is large, but it is mainly employees with low skill levels who are
required. The country urgently needs to work out a new industrial strategy correspond-
ing with the challenges of globalisation, the single European market and the Europe
2020 strategy, and establishing a friendly business environment for investment and job
creation in preferred sectors.

These could be ‘green’ sectors or R&D, but also sectors where the country has
established, or could establish, competitive advantage. Some politicians, representa-
tives of business and trade unions and academics think that tourism and so-called
‘white-collar’ services (spa and wellness tourism, healthcare, social assistance, child-
care, education and training, sport and recreation) could be promoted as they could
create new jobs. However, most views in this direction have been shared only in the
context of non-formal discussions, or discussions inside non-government organisa-
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tions. Government representatives appear to share some such views (regarding health-
care and wellness and spa tourism), but they also expect that hi-tech businesses, ma-
chine-building, chemistry and pharmaceutics, and biotechnologies could be promoted.

Human resources
This problem area has neither been caused by the crisis nor has it been provoked

by globalisation and integration in the common European market. The issues in the
area of human resources has several main pillars: demography, especially the aging of
the population; the emigration of young and skilled labour, which is still continuing;
late reform of education and training, as well as of research and technological innova-
tion; the freezing of innovation activity; the social exclusion of some groups; and the
accumulation of the ‘culture of poverty’.

Flexibility in work, education and training and work-life balance is still not in suf-
ficient use in Bulgaria. Telework is at its beginning and is used mainly in the IT sector,
while part-time work is used only in services. The part-time working of retired people,
women with small children and students is not sufficiently encouraged or supported,
while part-time study and distance learning are not promoted, with the exception of
post-graduate qualifications and study for masters degrees.

Labour costs and wages
There is also a strong dissonance between the main positions of labour and capital

on the market – labour costs and wages are the lowest in the EU-27. Between 2005 and
2008, there were many companies offering comparatively high levels of wages, while
some of the first steps towards competition were being made by companies active in
the labour market and looking at individual bargaining over wages, but, after the be-
ginning of the impact of the crisis, wages in many sectors have been frozen and such
processes have been brought to a halt.

Furthermore, there are comparatively few differences between the levels of pay-
ment for low-skilled and skilled jobs.

Equality
Finally, new policies for equality need to be work out, including the promotion of

the extension of opportunities for people in education and skills development, in career
and creative activities, in entrepreneurship and in flexible and successful job changing.

Industrial relations in Bulgaria after EU accession
Industrial relations in Bulgaria has begun to recover since 1990, and the long process

of adaptation to the requirements of a market economy was a precondition for the long
process of establishing a European model of industrial relations. The current situation
with regard to Bulgarian industrial relations and the social dialogue is as follows.

Domestic weaknesses
The influence of the European framework and the experience of member states has

been positive, but the disadvantages caused by weak national traditions and poverty
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are still visible. The social partners from both sides need to make radical changes in
their values, policies, structures and approaches. The competences of the representa-
tives of the social partners still do not correspond to the challenges of the 21st century
(in terms of technological skills and competences, languages, communications skills,
and others). Participation in the European social dialogue is still at the beginning and
this is more visible among employers than among trade unions.

Institutional structures
The institutions of industrial relations and the social dialogue are well-established,

especially the tripartite structures. There are already some traditions, but the influence
of tripartite consultation is still enormously strong compared to bipartite consultation
and collective bargaining. The reason for this is related to negotiations with the Euro-
pean Union starting comparatively late in Bulgaria, while in the 1990s the influence of
the International Labour Organisation was dominant in the process of the recovery of
industrial relations. In addition, the attitudes and expectations of most citizens as re-
gards the state regarding social policies are still too strong.

The implementation of all EU directives concerning labour and social affairs has
been discussed by the government, the social partners and other civil society organi-
sations since the outset of negotiations to join the EU in 2000. Currently, the imple-
mentation of the acquis communautaire in labour law and social policy, as well as the
preparation of new directives, are also discussed with the social partners.

Sectoral social dialogue
Bipartite partnership has, for a long time, been focused only on collective bargaining

but, since 2001-02, further consultations at the national inter-sectoral level have been
carried out and many painful issues, such as changes to the labour law, the level of
insurance contributions and the indexation of wages in the business sectors, have ap-
peared while the problems have begun to be resolved. The results of such consultations
have been used by some governments in the last decade to implement some new
changes in legislation and policies. At the same time, new requirements for minimum
insurance levels have been implemented by the government which the social partners
at sectoral level need to discuss and, eventually, agree on. Some of these issues include
provisions in sectoral collective agreements, while some may seek separate agreements.
Currently, bipartite consultations are occurring in many of the sectors.

At the end of 2010, the national inter-sectoral social partners agreed on two new
issues – the labour relations of domestic workers and of teleworkers. National agree-
ments with the government were signed which are intended to promote the employment
of domestic workers and teleworkers and to ensure the maintenance of their rights.

Nevertheless, there continue to be many problems related to the social partners and
to social dialogue at the national level, and in particular in some sectors. According to
data from the survey carried out in 2010-2011 for the purposes of the CITUB project

Ekaterina Ribarova

520 SEER Journal for Labour and Social Affairs in Eastern Europe 4/2012

https://doi.org/10.5771/1435-2869-2012-4-509 - Generiert durch IP 216.73.217.60, am 08.05.2026, 17:46:18. © Urheberrechtlich geschützter Inhalt. Ohne gesonderte
Erlaubnis ist jede urheberrechtliche Nutzung untersagt, insbesondere die Nutzung des Inhalts im Zusammenhang mit, für oder in KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.

https://doi.org/10.5771%2F1435-2869-2012-4-509


Security through law, flexibility via collective bargaining,14 as well as according to
other similar surveys, there are several main trends:
n the structures of the social partners (the sectoral trade unions and associations of

employers) have not changed since the early 1990s. The result has been many
duplicated structures (mainly among employers), as well as many problems in the
social dialogue and in industrial relations. In many cases, the structures do not
correspond with the structures of the European partners of such institutions. How-
ever, changes in such structures could be made only if there is a will, expressed by
organisations and their members, since membership is voluntary and decisions are
taken by the governing bodies. Most of the representatives of the social partners
prefer instead to preserve the status quo; the desire to discuss new issues is too
weak and adaptation to the challenges is too slow. There is a resistance to possible
changes and innovation, especially to those which are of an institutional/structural
character. Trade union density is higher in manufacturing/mines/infrastructure
services, as well as in sectors financed by the budget, than elsewhere. Trade union
density is weakest in private services and in some of the new sectors of the econ-
omy. Density among employer associations is also higher in manufacturing/mines
and lower in services, while in the public services/budget sector, employer asso-
ciations in many cases exist only formally15

n collective bargaining exists in many sectors and, in some cases, at both sectoral
and branch level depending on the industry in question. The other level is the
company while, in some budget-financed sectors, there is also collective bargain-
ing at the level of the municipality. The results of many surveys, including the one
just mentioned, show that there too many differences in the scope and subject both
of collective negotiations and agreements in the various sectors and at different
levels, including as follows:
– in some sectors (mainly in manufacturing), the process of bargaining is already

a tradition and there are some results; however, some of these have been
‘frozen’ as a result of the impact of the crisis. The most important purpose
between 2008 and 2012 was to retain jobs, even when it was necessary to
implement reductions in working time and wages

– some of the most important issues, like qualifications, lifelong learning, the
improvement of skills, work flexibility, the arrangement of new regimes for
working time and atypical employment have been put into the outlines of col-
lective bargaining, but this happens more often at the company level and most
often in some of the subsidiaries of multinationals

– ‘green’ restructuring and green jobs are still not within the focus of industrial
relations and collective bargaining, again with the exception of some sub-

14 Supported by the operational programme ‘Human Resources for Bulgaria (2007-2013)’ and
financed by the European Social Fund.

15 Ribarova, E, T. Mihailova, N. Nedev and E. Markova (2010) Main trends of the social dia-
logue and the collective bargaining in the sectors Working Paper (in Bulgarian) for the project
Security through law, flexibility via collective bargaining Sofia: Confederation of Indepen-
dent Trade Unions of Bulgaria. Operational programme ‘Human Resources’ of the National
Strategic Framework for Bulgaria 2007-2013, pp. 104-112.
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sidiaries of multinational companies. At the same time, ‘green companies’ and
renewable energy companies are new and, frequently, there are no trade unions
or pattern of industrial relations there

– in the Bulgarian labour law, there has been provision for the extension of
collective agreements since 2001, but this was implemented in practice for the
first time in 2010. Many employers associations, individual employers and
even some trade unions have resisted the extension of the provisions of col-
lective agreements, which could make the implementation of some policies
via collective bargaining more difficult than expected.

New forms of workplace representation
New forms of representation in the workplace, in particular systems for information

and consultation, have been implemented in less than 25 % of Bulgarian companies,
where such forms are required by the law, even though all EU directives were trans-
posed into the labour law in 2006. The situation is, again, better in subsidiaries of
multinationals, where members of European Works Councils could also be elected.

At the same time, however, results from research studies carried out for the purposes
of two projects – Improvement of the Process of Workplace Information and Consul-
tation for better Employee and Workers Representation in Europe16 and The Role of
Information and Consultation of Employees and Workers at National and European
Levels for the Improvement of Competitiveness, Employment Growth and Better Im-
plementation of the European Social Model17 – both financed from a European Com-
mission budget line, do show some positive trends. In cases when information and
consultation are used, the problems caused by the influence of the crisis are better
resolved and many other issues are put under discussion, including skills and training,
the redesign of jobs, flexible working time and productivity issues.18

Corporate social responsibility
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) is also a new phenomenon for Bulgaria. Cur-

rently, it is being implemented mainly by some big companies and, again, especially
by multinationals. In some cases, CSR is also a subject for industrial relations – either
via collective bargaining or via consultation. Nevertheless, concerning its still-separate
implementation, CSR appears to be a mechanism which has an impact on education
and skills levels in some regions and municipalities, as well as for job creation and
poverty reduction, but only in particular cities and municipalities.

16 INFORMIA-2009-2010.
17 INFORMIA-2-2011-2012.
18 See Improvement of the Process of Workplace Information and Consultation for Better Em-

ployee and Workers’ Representation in Europe (INFORMIA) Ref. No: Grant Agreement VS/
2009/0486 of the European Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Oppor-
tunities, 2010. www.informiaproject.org; Information and Consultation in Europe. The Way
Forward. European Comparative Report (INFORMIA-2) Ref. No: Grant Agreement VS/
2011/0277 of the European Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal Oppor-
tunities, 2012. www.informiaproject-2.org.
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Involvement in European social dialogue
One of the problems of significant importance in Bulgarian industrial relations is

that the social partners are still not well involved in the European social dialogue. Trade
unions (and also employers) are still not involved in the co-ordination of collective
bargaining, due to the low level of wages and salaries in Bulgaria. The several national
organisations, such as the two nationally-representative trade union confederations and
some of the employer associations, have been members of European-level organisa-
tions for many years, but the national sectoral organisations still need greater efforts to
be made as regards their EU integration. The sectoral trade unions are already members
of the European sectoral federations, but their participation in the European social di-
alogue is still largely symbolic. Many sectoral employer associations are not even
members of their European structures and their interests tend to be represented by their
national inter-sectoral associations.

More active domestic participation
Finally, some of the objectives of the new Europe 2020 strategy require a more

active participation on the part of the social partners as well as the restructuring of
industrial relations in Bulgaria. It is important to translate the new issues into the lan-
guage of industrial relations and to define the particular problems which exist at com-
pany and sectoral level. The other aim is to the involve social partners in the formulation
of policies regarding the Europe 2020 objectives. However, this needs a long time and
stronger efforts both by the social partners and by the government.

Main approaches of interaction between national and European industrial relations:
the perspective of European and national frameworks of industrial relations

The far-reaching objectives of the new strategy require a better interaction between
national and European industrial relations systems. There are several points which need
to be borne in mind in such a process:
n first, European economic freedoms, competition, globalisation and social stan-

dards still do not correspond with the common European framework for labour
market and social policies, and it is not clear whether such a framework could be
established in the near future. Also in national systems of industrial relations, in-
cluding the organising of workers and employees and employers, the co-ordination
of collective bargaining, the implementation of fundamental rights at work and the
introduction of information and consultation systems, there continue to be many
differences resulting from national traditions and the lack of strong common rules
for the EU. The influence of the EU in such areas, especially regarding the new
member states, is still too weak19

n second, in the industrial relations development there are slow but strong dimen-
sions of trans-nationalization and increasing of the importance of the European

19 European Commission (2008) Industrial relations in Europe 2008. Report of the European
Commission Brussels: European Commission, DG Employment, Social Affairs and Equal
Opportunities, September, p. 8.
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level. This includes industrial relations in the multi-national companies, transna-
tional collective bargaining, information and consultation rights and European
works councils, coordination of collective bargaining, European social dialogue.
Such trends lead to some looses of importance of the national systems of industrial
relations and challenge needs for more strong co-ordination among the social part-
ners at the European and global level

n third, as a result of the ‘green’ revolution, there will be winners and losers probably
among the various groups of workers and various regions/countries. It seems that
some particular social policies and programmes should be prepared and imple-
mented for the better identification of such groups and regions and for the finding
of appropriate and timely solutions. Additionally, a new co-ordination between
national and European levels of industrial relations and social dialogue needs to
be founded

n fourth, the implementation of the policies of Europe 2020 is sure to lead to more
and new forms of flexibility – increasing the importance of small- and micro-
companies, flexible teams, flexible contracts, work functions and working time,
and jobs and career change. This could create attitudes for the improvement of the
standards of flexible jobs. Also, the improvement of labour protection under ex-
tended economic freedoms would be necessary, including protection of the right
to work, lifelong learning, work-life balance and career development and mobility.

The impact and social dimensions of each new piece of legislation, both at national
and at European level, should be analysed better and assessed in advance, while the
opinions of the social partners and civil society should be taken into account, including
the European Economic and Social Council and national economic and social councils
or similar bodies. Member states declare, by signing the Treaty of Lisbon, that they
accept freedom of movement and freedom of competition, but the Charter of Funda-
mental Rights is the instrument by which the European Union recognises the supremacy
of fundamental rights and their central place in the structure and mission of the EU.

The main objective of a socially-stronger Europe should be the development of
adequate mechanisms for overcoming the negative social consequences of free mobil-
ity. These are the acquis communautaire – a set of legal norms which have been de-
veloped precisely with this aim in mind – to add a little social harmonisation to the
market. Some of these norms (such as the directives on atypical employment or against
gender discrimination) address the new social risks of the post-industrial society.

At the same time, however, circumstances demand greater action to be undertaken
in the context of the present situation (especially taking the crisis into consideration):
n the creation and reinforcement of a common layer of labour law guarantees, es-

pecially with respect to non-standard employment
n agreement on common definitions and criteria regarding areas such as social se-

curity, services of general interest, etc., which are extremely sensitive to increased
mobility – finding the balance between eliminating local immunities and protec-
tionism and retaining legitimate differences between member states

n establishment of common rules for minimum wages, on the one hand, and launch-
ing an initiative for a common guarantee of minimum income, on the other, in order
to protect the most vulnerable groups. During the preparation of the Charter of
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Fundamental Rights in 2000, the question of minimum income was put into dis-
cussion but no agreement was reached. Currently, the issues of a common mini-
mum wage and common minimum income have already become more important

n actualisation and co-ordination of the social security regime for migrant workers
n measures to avoid social dumping20

n also, some of the fundamental rights at work, such as rights for organising, for
collective bargaining and strikes, and for workplace information and consultation,
should be improved in the common European legal framework and even steps taken
towards their trans-nationalisation. Suggestions for the trans-nationalisation of
such rights were put into the discussion by trade union representatives during the
preparation of the Charter of Fundamental Rights but, again, no agreements were
reached.

 
For Bulgaria, there are also some particular dimensions:

n Bulgarian society in general is not familiar with European norms, and it is hardly
surprising therefore that most citizens are not familiar with the Charter of Funda-
mental Rights of the European Union, including the labour and social rights stip-
ulated therein. Moreover, there is a tendency for individuals to remain aloof and
expect protection from an institution, non-governmental organisations, trade
unions, etc. without taking any action themselves

n the expansion of the open market in the EU is not being accompanied by the cre-
ation of the necessary new social norms both at the EU and the national level. This
explains part of the difficulties related to the practical achievement of social pro-
tection in the context of the open internal market, free competition and the free
movement of goods, services, capital and people – which are characteristic of rel-
atively new and comparatively poor member states – irrespective of the legal sys-
tem being fully in line with EU requirements concerning labour law and social
norms

n what is particular about Bulgaria is that it is a country with the lowest cost of labour
in the EU-27, which is a prerequisite for attracting capital investment, outsourced
enterprises and operations from wealthier member states. These processes, how-
ever, are not so frequent in Bulgaria at the moment due to complicated adminis-
trative procedures, a relatively small market, the competition of neighbouring
countries and the continuous emigration of the workforce, especially of skilled
workers and specialists, as well as the impact of the global financial crisis. This
does not mean that there is no potential for an increase in foreign investment in
Bulgaria, especially if the cost of labour remains low. This can have a positive
effect, such as the creation of new jobs, but it can also lead to some controversies
between Bulgarian government and civil society and the governments and civil
societies of EU member states which are exporting capital. This is already visible
in relations between national trade unions from western and eastern Europe. This
is why it is worth reconsidering the policies of attracting investment and the coun-

20 Economic and Social Council of Bulgaria (2010) Opinion on the Social Dimensions of the
Treaty of Lisbon Sofia, November, p. 29.
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try’s attractiveness also with respect to the social objectives of the Treaty of Lisbon,
including the attraction of investment in new enterprises, green investment, etc.

n for the time being, Bulgaria is predominantly exporting its workforce to other
member states. To a certain extent, this relieved the national labour market, espe-
cially in the period 2003-2008. At the same time, it has caused other problems.
The first is related to the social protection of migrants, including self-employed
migrants, because many of these are not employed in accordance with the respec-
tive working conditions and national standards of host countries. The second prob-
lem is related to ‘red lines’, i.e. safety clauses, and the possible imposition of more
such restrictions especially with respect to the free movement of people and the
social protection of migrants. In this context, it is necessary to reconsider Bulgar-
ia’s immigration policy. The country’s policy in this direction pays more attention
to the provision of a skilled workforce from abroad than it does to the protection
of working migrants

n despite Bulgaria now having been a member of the EU for more than six years, it
still does not participate in the most suitable way in the formulation of common
EU policies and the adoption of different decisions. Additionally, it still does not
show any clear national positions or demonstrate any attempt to defend its interests.
This applies also to policies in the field of the labour market and the social sphere.
The main reasons for this are related to Bulgaria and Romania only having become
member states in 2007 but also to the problems in the implementation of the pro-
grammes and projects financed by the EU’s structural and cohesion funds which
still exist in both countries but more visibly so in Bulgaria. Nevertheless, it is sure
that the increasing activity of the government and non-governmental representa-
tives at the EU level and the improvement of the quality of their opinions, especially
in regards to the labour market, labour standards and social policy, could help the
country improve its prestige within the EU and within Europe.

Conclusions

The more and the better the level of integration and co-ordination between the
national and the international/European levels of industrial relations, social dialogue
and legal frameworks, the better the available social protection of those rejected during
restructuring and the level of advantage regarding education, job creation and poverty
reduction. At the same time, the national focus is too strong and every step towards
trans-nationalisation, both of the legal framework for labour and social policy and of
industrial relations, will be challenged by resistance as well as by fear.
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