What is the impact of globalisation on European industrial relations?





Where does globalisation come from?


Growth of the global financial markets, 


Development and diffusion of technology, 


Crisis of Taylorist systems of mass production,


Increase in foreign direct investment and deregulation.


Creation of a single European market.





A remark on the last point:


In Europe the impact of globalisation at world level is more limited.  Within European countries, most of the trade is contained within the EU.  The scale of extra-EU trade is much smaller than we tend to think.





90% of the demand is met by production within Europe and only 10% are met by imports from outside the EU.





External trade is important for companies, but, in the end, most of the changes, which are labelled as globalisation in Europe, are the effects of the Single European market and therefore of decisions made in Europe.





What is the impact of globalisation on social relations?





The growth of the global financial markets has meant a shift of power from governments to financial markets.  If financial forces are free to move and operate without constraints, they will go where it is the most profitable for them to go, independently of the political colour of governments.  Financial forces do not consider that people come first.  Capital moves and social partners, employers and unions who would like to strike deals are left powerless.  So globalisation of financial markets weakens social relations and, at the same time the fabric of democracy.





The free movement of capital also has a severe impact on taxation and social security.    The level of taxation on capital has decreased because capital is more mobile and more difficult to tax than labour.  The weight of taxes on workers has increased.  This is unfair and has led to more unemployment.





More unemployment has in turn led to a bigger burden on social security and has increased the cost of labour.  Social expenditure is regarded as a burden to enterprises and employment.





Globalisation therefore increases the tensions in industrial relations because it adds to the tax and social security problem.





The development and diffusion of technology is another element of globalisation.  Of course, the ”global information society” has a radical effect on the organisation of the production of goods and services.  Companies have to adapt their organisation, the skill of their staff, their products to the information technology.  Social relations have been affected by this evolution, because it brought about pressures on employment.  It brought to the table of negotiation other topics, training for instance, but above all work organisation;  Globalisation means changes in the negotiating agenda.





Information technology has changed the system of mass production and the appearance of flexible forms of organisation.  The implications of this on social relations are clear: Trade unions have to negotiate the change of work organisation.  Trade unions are ready to do it, but the needed flexibility, linked to globalisation, is presented to them as a need for complete deregulation.   What trade unions want is get a fair deal for workers and for employment in the implementation of flexibility.  The European trade union movement refuses to equal flexibility with total deregulation.  Globalisation puts pressure towards deregulation and brings unfair social evolution.  The social partners resist unfair social evolution.  Social partners want to negotiate security and flexibility.





Globalisation also means an increased possibility to move production and investment.  In the past social relations were based on two balanced, or more or less balanced pre-requisite: the employer depended on his workforce for the production and profit of his company, and the worker depended on the profits made by employer to have a stable job.  The elements of this balanced relationship are disappearing because of globalisation.  The attitude of employers towards trade unions, labour costs, work organisation is more influenced by competitive pressures, and the pressure of capital.  Capital is mobile.  Labour is not.   This is contributing to a change in social relations.  Globalisation increases the imbalance between the social interlocutors.





All these elements have weakened the value of social relations.  Balanced society, where wealth is fairly attributed, where people come first could become things of the past.  In other words, trade unions are finding that international factors arise as a constraint in their relations with governments and in their relations with employers.  Globalisation then means less social progress.





What trade unions say and do in the context of globalisation?





A remark: What trade union say does matter.  Ideas in themselves are of course powerless.  But in a society were communication is essential, were catchwords, are carried without any critical distance, where the ”politically correct” or what we call in French ”la pensée unique” are the key to career and consideration, it is important to keep other points of view alive and vivid.





First point of view: people should come first.  Capital is there to serve social justice and social progress.  Globalisation should be at the service of people and not the other way round.





The recent financial crisis in Asia, Russia, Brazil, and sometime ago in Mexico have brought home in many minds that there can be no economic miracle if is not based on social justice, democracy, and real economic progress.  European and International trade unions have for years claimed that financial markets had to be regulated and controlled, including within the EU to avoid clashes and tremendous social damages.  Now, some economic and political leaders recognise, too late, that this opinion should have been listened to.





Second idea: change has to be negotiated, not imposed.  Trade unions are not populist or nationalist organisations defending fiercely a national identity or so called independence.  This position is too well occupied by right wing parties in France and elsewhere.  It is possible to ”manage change in firms, industries regions and labour markets in a socially equitable way”.  Negotiation, using trade unions as intermediaries for the change is a positive way forward.  Globalisation, to bring good result has to be organised and accepted.  Otherwise it brings chaos.





Third idea: A model of industrial organisation has to be developed which is both competitive and socially acceptable.  European society -and why not other societies- have to restructure on the basis of a high set of labour standards, not on the basis of low wage model of development.  Low paid jobs are not the solution to the problem.  Replacing the unemployed poor by the working poor is not contributing to progress.  It is possible to prove that the model of low wage and deregulation, is not the recipe for success.  Countries like the Netherlands, Ireland and Denmark have all succeeded in combining strong economic performance and equity by not following the Anglo-Saxon model.  





Fourth idea: in a globalised IT society, knowledge comes first.  And knowledge is in people.  The job of unions is to act to put people first in the new society.  This does not come in contradiction to globalisation.





Fifth idea: globalisation has to be managed.  There should be rules for the global management and fair competition.  This means that 


financial markets have to be regulated and not allowed to destroy million of people,


Core labour standards, and human right has to be internationally recognised as part of the democratic societies.  In this context trade union rights and contribution to the social fabric of societies should be applied;


In Europe there is a need for the gradual harmonisation of the taxation system to avoid social dumping between countries.





Conclusion:





Globalisation has affected the strength and contents of European industrial relations.  It would be a mistake for politicians or employers to ignore that trade union can play in the global acceptance of this phenomenon.
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Euro-Fiet is the European Trade Union Federation for financial, commercial, clerical, professional and technical employees.  It represent 6,5 million workers in the private services sector in Europe.  Euro-Fiet is recognised as a social partner by the European Commission.











