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ABSTRACT ▪ This article discusses the role of European Works Councils
(EWCs) in industrial restructuring in the European car industry. It reviews a
series of recent company agreements on local employment and investment
guarantees, and concludes that the industrial relations system in the industry
is increasingly marked by competition between establishments over wages
and secondary working conditions. In order to explain why EWCs have been
unable to counter this development, the article draws on a survey which
indicates that, in the new competitive regime in the industry, EWCs are used
by local trade unionists primarily as a means to further local interests.

Introduction

Despite profound restructuring since the early 1990s and record profits
in recent years, the European car industry remains a sector in crisis: this
is the unanimous verdict of the business press on every occasion of a
management shake-up, company restructuring, plant closure, merger or
takeover. The reasons are structural: European markets have reached a
level of saturation comparable to that in the USA since the mid-1970s,
and the industry is therefore preparing for a zero-growth replacement
market (Analyse Auto, 1997). In spite of the structural weakness of
demand, however, car manufacturers have persisted in increasing their
production capacity. Since most cars made in Europe are sold there, the
result has been an estimated excess capacity of the order of 25–30 percent
(Wirtschaftswoche, 19 June 1997).

There will be no easy solution to this problem. Instead of rationalizing
their product strategies, most producers have continued to increase capac-
ity, especially in the recent boom phase, with some governments support-
ing their national industries with subsidies and new car premia. Such
short-term counter-cyclical measures, however, will not resolve the struc-
tural crisis. Moreover the restrictive macroeconomic regime associated
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with the introduction of the Euro is likely to perpetuate the current
depressed demand; and since cities and the road infrastructure are increas-
ingly incapable of handling the traffic volume, car ownership is stagnating
for social reasons as well. In parts of the world where markets are expand-
ing, manufacturers have set up local operations at much lower costs than
in any European plant. Additionally, because every producer is in more or
less the same situation, the increased search for cost competitiveness to
secure market share continues to drive up labour productivity and thus
creates ever more excess capacity.

Against this background of structural crisis and in large part propelled
by it, industrial relations in the sector have undergone important changes
in the last decade. All companies have been forced to pursue cost com-
petitiveness, in large measure through the generalized introduction of
lean production techniques. This is true even of Sweden and Germany,
until the last crisis stable bulwarks of a high-quality strategy based on
production for relatively price-inelastic market segments (Dankbaar,
1994; Freyssenet et al., 1998; Jürgens et al., 1993; Hancké, 1997; Streeck,
1989, 1996). Since most car producers are highly internationalized, with
production sites spread over the entire European continent, this search
for cost competitiveness has increased inter-plant competition within and
across countries, and this competition is increasingly fought over labour
costs and working conditions. A long era when labour relations were pri-
marily means to take wages and working conditions out of competition
has been transformed by the emphasis on cost reduction.

This article evaluates the role of industrial relations institutions in the
new competitive regime through a detailed analysis of labour relations in
the industry and the role of European Works Councils (EWCs). While
most analyses understand these as vehicles of international trade union
solidarity, and therefore evaluate their influence in that light, this article
is considerably more pessimistic. Despite the need for international
labour cooperation to control competition over wages and working con-
ditions, local trade unionists appear to be using the EWCs as instruments
to further their local interests. The result is that EWCs, originally con-
ceived as bulwarks against social dumping, are increasingly becoming
vehicles for international labour regime competition.

The car industry is more than just one sector among many. It combines
several characteristics which in theory make it an extremely favourable
setting to examine the influence of EWCs on industrial restructuring. It
is highly internationalized, in terms of both markets and production, and
organizational innovations in one plant or company have important
direct and indirect effects on other plants – increasingly without regard
for national borders. The recession of the 1990s has heralded a dramatic
restructuring of the sector, with significant consequences for industrial
relations and employment. EWCs in the industry, in contrast to some
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other sectors, are union-dominated: the preambles to many agreements
explicitly state that EWC members have to be trade unionists, while in
most other cases this is implicit. Finally, EWCs existed in many com-
panies before the 1994 Directive was adopted, thus unions and companies
can look back on a longer experience than elsewhere. In short, given this
favourable context, an analysis of the role of EWCs in the car industry
provides a window into the theoretical possibilities that unions have in
other, often less propitious settings.

In the following discussion I will start with a short survey of the main
perspectives on EWCs in the literature. The subsequent section presents
empirical material on the new labour relations regime, with a focus on
new plant-level collective agreements that aim at securing local employ-
ment and investment. Next I address issues raised by that new material,
using the results of a survey of unionized EWC members in the Euro-
pean car industry. The final section integrates these findings and con-
cludes by discussing the broader implications of the study.

EWCs and Industrial Restructuring

Most analyses of EWCs start from the experience of such European
models of workers’ representation as the German Betriebsrat or the
French comité d’entreprise. While there are significant differences
between these two models, the institutional arrangements in continental
Europe (in contrast to Anglo-Saxon models) share the promise, and in
many instances also the reality of constructive, forward-looking inter-
action between labour and management. The idea underlying the long
debate that led to the 1994 Directive was to transfer this capacity to the
transnational, European level.

For one group of observers the EWC therefore complements and com-
pletes the existing national institutional arrangements (both the strong
German versions and the weaker ones found elsewhere in Europe). By
definition, national systems of workforce representation stop at the
borders, which makes transnational coordination both difficult and
expensive. The framework for international cooperation provided by
EWCs therefore allows for an upward extension of the types of rights
found in national systems. Functionalist optimism does not blind analysts
to the problems of EWCs: however, these difficulties are seen primarily
as growing pains, and consequently evaluations tend to suggest how to
improve an already important existing institution (Dølvik, 1998; Lecher
et al., 1998; Marginson and Sisson, 1996; Turner, 1996).

A second position is considerably more sceptical, and emphasizes the
fundamental differences between works councils in the German mould
and EWCs, as well as their position in a broader labour-hostile regime.
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The difference between EWCs and Betriebsräte is important: in Germany
works councils are staffed with workers’ representatives only, and they
have enforceable negotiation rights in company domains such as work
organization and working time; whereas most EWCs follow the French
model of joint management–labour institutions without such firm rights
(Streeck and Vitols, 1996). Additionally, this relatively weaker structure
is embedded in a general labour relations regime that gives organized
labour less rather than more influence over company affairs (Streeck,
1998). The liberal bias in European integration has encouraged employ-
ers to favour regime competition, and as a result the European employ-
ers association UNICE lobbied (successfully, it seems) against the EWC
Directive, which explains why the final text was much weaker than its
predecessors.

A third position, finally, sees the EWC as the core of a new trans-
national microcorporatism. Economic integration in Europe, particularly
the introduction of the Euro, has led to a fragmented labour relations
system consisting of different national collective bargaining regimes
without central coordination. Thus labour relations have simultaneously
decentralized and internationalized; and as a result, EWCs run the risk of
becoming protected islands of stable, favourable labour relations systems
within a wider context of deregulation (Ross and Martin, 1998, 1999;
Schulten, 1996).

While these three approaches may disagree profoundly in their assess-
ments of EWCs, they share one important element: EWCs are uniquely
or predominantly seen as trade union instruments. The first argument
locates the EWC in an upward extension of national union rights, the
second sees its shortcomings as a consequence of missed opportunities for
union influence, and the third fears microcorporatism precisely because
of the strength of unions in the EWCs.

Yet this labour-centred presupposition may be inaccurate. Even though
all national and international unions take an active interest in EWCs, and
despite the clamours of international solidarity that accompany these
actions, EWCs are not used by the unions as an institution to push the
labour agenda at the transnational corporate level.

The most benign interpretation of this failure is that unionists are still
learning to deploy the resources embodied in the EWC, and that the situ-
ation will get better over time as they develop new and better ways to
communicate. However, since cultural, language and organizational
differences act as barriers to communication, this learning may take a
long time to materialize into co-ordinated action. More importantly,
perhaps, this interpretation neglects the broader structural background
of a sector in crisis. As I argue later, the relative incapacity of EWCs in
the European car industry to address these problems follows directly
from the way they are embedded in a wider competitive regime which
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emphasizes short-term local activities. Put differently, because of the
way unions are engaged with them, EWCs are not the harbingers of a
European industrial relations system, but a defensive instrument for
local labour relations.

This contrasts sharply with the position of employers. Unlike the
unions, employers seem to be actively constructing a European-level
industrial relations system and rely on the EWC as a critical institutional
vehicle for this. Managements of large multinational corporations increas-
ingly regard the EWC as a forum for consulting workers’ representatives
on difficult issues of restructuring. These observations on management
and unions suggest that EWCs, which were originally conceived as one
of the mechanisms to prevent regime competition through social
dumping, have, because of the different ways they are deployed by unions
and management, become a crucial part of a new international labour rela-
tions system which is increasingly based on competition between differ-
ent national and local regimes of labour relations.

This counterintuitive conclusion gains support from two empirical
findings reported here. The first is that EWCs seem unable to stop com-
petition on the basis of pay and working conditions in the industry. In
fact, since the generalization of EWCs in the car industry between 1994
and 1996, relative wage levels (expressed as unit labour costs), working-
time flexibility and work organization have become crucial elements in
competition, both between different companies and among different
plants within one company. While this could potentially lead to a con-
vergence in union policies – structure and strategy of unions have always
reflected the growth of the labour market in the past (Ulman, 1955) – such
a process of international integration seems unlikely because of the lack
of a supranational EU state which would encompass and supersede
national labour relations systems (Streeck, 1998), which makes proactive
coordination extremely difficult (Scharpf, 1999).

Second, unions and management appear to have very different expec-
tations of EWCs. Whereas trade unionists use EWCs primarily as an
extension of local (or national) industrial relations, management engages
the EWC as a tool in industrial restructuring. For local unionists, the
EWC is a mechanism to obtain information from management on
company-wide investment and product market strategies and on working
conditions in other plants. Management, by contrast, uses its agenda-
setting power to organize EWC activities around strategic issues that have
to do with broader restructuring, such as product development, market-
ing, capacity allocation or investment guarantees. The outcome of the
interaction between these two profoundly different approaches to EWCs
is that the Europeanization of industrial relations is taking place primarily
on management’s terms, within a generalized regime of competition over
working conditions.
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Competitive Labour Relations in the Car Industry

Since 1996 the European motor industry has seen the emergence of a new
form of collective agreement, combining concessions from trade unions
on issues such as working-time flexibility, work organization and wages,
with medium-term employment guarantees from management. 1 These
new-style agreements, which are formally designated in Germany as
Standortsicherungsvereinbarungen (literally, agreements to secure pro-
duction location) follow the massive recourse to redundancies and early
retirement measures in the 1980s and early 1990s, and are provisionally
the last stage in the workforce adjustment process that addressed the crisis
of the early years of this decade. Their origins can be traced to the famous
Volkswagen agreement of 1993, when in order to save 30,000 threatened
jobs, the union (IG Metall) agreed to working-time reductions linked to
wage concessions (Hartz, 1994). This was followed in 1995 by the accept-
ance of flexible production schedules that adapted working time more
closely to fluctuations in demand.

Very shortly thereafter, this trade-off between working time organiz-
ation and employment security was introduced in negotiations in other
companies and unofficially elevated to a national strategy by IG Metall.
In 1997, when the extent of surplus capacity in the European motor
industry and the potentially devastating effects on employment had
become obvious, negotiations over employment guarantees started in all
German car companies. By mid-1998, similar demands were included in
plant-level bargaining rounds in other countries (Spain, Belgium, and the
UK) where German car companies were located.

Below we analyse these agreements in two sections. The first provides
a short comparative analysis of such agreements in each of the countries.
The second explores this competitive dynamic in two multinational car
companies, Opel and Renault. These two cases are used to demonstrate
how the agreements in one country or plant affected the others, thus
forcing all to negotiate similar concessions, and ultimately destroyed the
initial advantages that individual unions had secured.

Industrial Restructuring and the Internationalization of Labour
Relations

Though Germany is the only country where formal agreements securing
employment and production location have been explicitly negotiated,
similar deals have been concluded in most other countries, either in
response to the German initiatives, as special agreements to address
changes in working time legislation, or as a part of regular collective bar-
gaining rounds. Table 1 presents the central characteristics of these new
agreements in the five main car-producing countries in Europe: Germany,
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France, Spain, the UK and Belgium (only Sweden, where no such agree-
ments were concluded until 1998, is excluded).

Formally, the agreements reflect the different institutional contexts
where they were concluded. German agreements, for example, are nego-
tiated between management and works councils, systematically treat all
the plants of each company in the country, and also discuss training,
retraining and career planning as well as investment guarantees. The
French agreements, on the other hand, are concluded with the individual
union sections in the plants and are limited to a simple trade-off between
employment guarantees and working-time flexibility.

The negotiations address different underlying problems in the different
countries. German and Belgian agreements, for example, are attempts to
pre-empt a possible relocation of production to lower-cost countries, while
the British agreements are ad hoc responses to specific crises, such as the
threat of closing the Vauxhall Luton plant in March 1998. The French
agreements, in turn, reflect the weakness of the unions in that country,
divided both between confederations and plants, and the ability of employ-
ers to impose unilateral adjustments in working conditions within the con-
fines of the law. Finally, the agreements in Spain, in marked contrast to the
other countries, reflect a future expansion of production capacity.

In part as a result of the different functions of these agreements in each
country, there is very little transnational coordination: Spanish unions
have used recent agreements primarily to consolidate an already relatively
advantageous competitive position. Yet precisely this absence of trans-
national coordination leads to a situation where all unions become
engaged in one competitive struggle. This practice of competitive whip-
sawing, already well-known from the US car industry in the 1980s (Katz,
1985, 1992; Kochan et al., 1986) but now also present in Europe, consti-
tutes a central theme of the company-level analysis which follows.

The Dynamics of Competitive Industrial Relations

Below we analyse recent agreements in two companies, GM Europe and
Renault. In contrast to the previous section, which provided a static com-
parative perspective, this section locates industrial relations developments
in a broader context of corporate restructuring, including increased inter-
plant competition and competitive benchmarking.

GM Europe has assembly plants in several European countries:
Germany, where roughly 44,000 workers are employed in four plants, the
UK, with 9000 workers in two plants, Spain, where 9100 workers are
employed in one plant, and Belgium, with 8000 workers in one plant. Since
the early 1990s, the company has sought to modernize its European oper-
ations, and has adopted the strategy of experimenting in different areas in
single plants and then generalizing the results from these experiments. In
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the late 1980s, for example, a then revolutionary working-time agreement
was negotiated in Antwerp, including 10-hour shifts, which then became
a benchmark for arrangements in other plants. And after the fall of the
Berlin wall, the Eisenach plant in eastern Germany, built in 1991, rapidly
became a laboratory for new models of work organization (Casper, 1997).
Since 1996, this approach to the optimization of production was formal-
ized and generalized through the Template project, which aims to repro-
duce best practice in production, work organization and even architecture
across all plants. This competitive benchmarking provides the background
to the agreements that were negotiated in GM Europe plants in 1997 and
1998. This explains why, despite the sometimes profoundly different union
structures and bargaining traditions in the different countries, the agree-
ments share many features.2

The agreements in Opel Germany and Belgium were concluded in
January and March 1998, and both secured employment, investment and
production for the next five years. They also included a commitment by
management to the existence of the plants well beyond 2003 by planning
the production of a new car in these countries. In exchange, the works
councils and unions in both countries agreed to an increase in working-
time flexibility, support for productivity drives, and wage increases below
the industry average. Layoffs are to be avoided during the period of the
contract by means of voluntary early retirement, part-time work and a
re-evaluation of out- and in-sourcing.

The implications for other GM Europe plants were dramatic. One day
after the agreement in Belgium was concluded, concern was voiced over
the survival of the Vauxhall plant in Luton. GM management maintained
that production costs were 30 percent higher than on the continent,
despite lower wage levels in the UK. Two reasons were given: lower
productivity and the unfavourable Sterling exchange rate. After a critical
few days, unions and management agreed that the threatened closure of
the plant could be forestalled if production costs fell to the level of the
German and Belgian plants. Moreover, both expected a shift in the UK
government’s exchange rate policy, which would have contributed to the
increased competitiveness of the plant. The union therefore agreed to par-
ticipate in a programme to reorganize production in order to raise
productivity by 30 percent. Since Vauxhall wages were already relatively
low, wage cuts were not discussed, and working-time flexibility was
already on a par with arrangements in the other countries (Daily Mail, 20
March 1998; Guardian, 20 March 1998; Eller-Braatz and Klebe, 1998).

In Spain, Opel also negotiated, as part of the regular two-year collec-
tive bargaining round, an extension of machine time through working-
time flexibility, including Saturday work. Management and the union
agreed to joint monitoring of new investment projects to secure the long-
term survival of the plant.
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As a result of these different negotiations, Opel plants in different
countries are slowly converging on the same principles of work organiz-
ation (teamworking) (Ortiz, 1999) and working-time schedules (hours
corridors). In all plants, unions are engaged in productivity drives, and in
exchange discuss and obtain commitments for future investment. Details
of the different GM agreements are presented in Table 2.

The competitive dynamic underlying the process explains this conver-
gence. Management would start by singling out one plant as a pilot bar-
gaining arena for changes in working time or work organization. The
agreement concluded in this ‘most favourable’ setting (for management)
was then, in the next round, presented to every other plant in the
company as a minimum standard. These other plants had no alternative
but to follow suit, since they might otherwise find themselves in an
unfavourable position in the next round of model planning.

In Renault, management may not have explicitly adopted a competitive
benchmarking strategy, but the dynamic that plays off one plant against
another was as important as in GM Europe; this time with the closure of
one of the plants as a consequence. Since the onset of the crisis in the car
industry in 1992, Renault has pursued an aggressive restructuring pro-
gramme. This originated in an earlier period, the early 1980s, when the
company was forced to deal with a financial crisis and virtual bank-
ruptcy.3 In response to that crisis, the company adopted two broad
reorganization strategies: the first was a consistent search for a lower
break-even point, through massive workforce cuts and increased out-
sourcing; the second consisted of an aggressive new model line-up, which
managed to exploit simultaneously the cost advantages of mass produc-
tion and the rents associated with niche markets (Freyssenet, 1998).

These two strategies became the basis for the adjustment of the mid-
1990s, when management adopted a plan to restructure production over
different plants. Gradually, Renault production in France and abroad
was turned into a network of single-model plants, which allowed for a
more predictable amortization of investment costs.4 The agreements
signed in the Renault group since 1992 have to be seen in the context of
this broad management strategy. Increasing working-time flexibility, a
central element in all agreements, has become a necessity because plants
operate at close to full capacity with two fixed shifts; variation in
demand can therefore only be met by extending daily and weekly
working time. As a result, working time as well as many other areas of
labour relations have become critical decision parameters for investment
planning.

The Renault agreements illustrate how this competition between
plants unfolded and ultimately led to the dramatic closure of the Vilvo-
orde plant in Belgium in 1997. Vilvoorde was the first plant to discuss a
reorganization of working time: in 1993, an agreement was negotiated
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which allowed work schedules of 9 hours per day, 35 to 45 hours per
week, spread over 3 to 5 working days, and a floor of 13 and ceiling of
21 days per month.

In response to this initial agreement, other plants were forced to follow.
Even though the agreements concluded in France did not adopt the wide-
ranging flexibility then found in the Belgian factory, they accepted the
principle of adapting working time to demand fluctuations. In the same
period, the Spanish Renault plants also began experimenting with new
working-time patterns. As a result, by 1996, almost all assembly plants in
the Renault group were operating on a flexible time schedule. Table 3 lists
the most important elements of the current agreements.

In 1996 and 1997 these developments took a tragic turn, when Renault
announced the almost simultaneous closure of two (well-performing)
plants in Portugal and in Belgium and a redundancy plan in France to
reduce the total workforce, both blue and white collar, by another 15,000,
spread over five years. Against the background of these brutal decisions,
Renault management negotiated new working-time agreements in all its
French plants; many issues that until then had been problematic in the
discussions with trade unions, such as a third night shift, special week-
end shifts and the generalization of working time accounts, were grudg-
ingly accepted by the unions in all local plants in order to safeguard their
current and future production volume and employment.

Curbing Competition through Collective Agreements?

Since most of these employment guarantee accords have been concluded
very recently, their actual short- as well as long-term effects are difficult
to evaluate. On the whole, they seem to be relatively effective in achiev-
ing their stated goals of stabilizing employment levels in the short run.
All texts guarantee the employment level at the time of the agreement for
the duration of the contract, and some even raise the possibility of new
recruitment. Moreover, the texts stipulate that possible workforce reduc-
tions will be dealt with through ‘social plans’ including early retirement
programmes.

Yet, as the dramatic closure of the Renault plant in Belgium in 1997 and
to a lesser extent the crisis over the Vauxhall Luton plant in 1998 suggest,
the agreements are unable to solve the broader employment problem
related to excess capacity. In both cases, management reached its decision
in the context of negotiations that secured employment in other plants.
And in these cases the plants with the strongest national institutions
(often meaning the unions and works councils in the mother plants or
headquarters) exercised considerable control over that process (Lecher
and Rüb, 1999).

All agreements are management-driven, and through them unions
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therefore primarily react to or anticipate future management decisions.
However, this also makes them tools to reorganize companies according
to management expectations; or more precisely, their effects are contin-
gent on the strength of national institutions or reflect the ‘national’ con-
cerns of management. This situation, then, is likely to lead to a process
whereby agreements reached in one plant are progressively undercut else-
where. Even the strong German union and works council at Opel, it is
useful to note, were forced to accept increased working-time flexibility
and wage moderation in exchange for investment guarantees over the next
five years. This indicates the limits to the mitigating influence of the
national institutional setting.

This competitive underbidding is clearly the most problematic aspect
of the agreements: as long as only one plant has an advantage in manage-
ment’s eyes, its future may be relatively secure. When, however, the
measures in these agreements are generalized across all European opera-
tions and thus turn into new minimum standards, the competitive advan-
tage has disappeared and only a new negotiating round, involving more
concessions, will then be able to secure the plant’s future.

Coordination of demands among unions, which should be relatively
easy to achieve in the highly unionized car industry, could in principle
prevent this; and the EWC could be the place for union delegates from
different plants to reach agreement over minimum standards for pay and
working conditions. As the analysis earlier suggests, such coordination
rarely occurs: agreements follow national patterns, reflecting national
industrial relations institutions and national substantive preoccupations.
The European Metalworkers’ Federation (EMF) has indeed recognized
this problem, establishing commissions to promote coordination between
its member unions over collective bargaining on working time and other
employment conditions, and also (since the end of 1998) on wages (Finan-
cial Times, 6 November 1998).

Why have EWCs, despite the favourable setting in the car industry,
proved unable to provide a regulatory framework for the increasingly
transnational labour relations systems? To answer this question requires
a closer look at how EWCs operate. As is argued in the next section, the
main obstacles are located in the EWCs themselves; they fail to coordi-
nate trade union action because they are simply not used for that by the
unions themselves. The main reason for this failure is that such arrange-
ments almost always entail classic collective action problems. Since each
individual plant has a strong incentive to undercut the agreement con-
cluded by the others, the arrangement is inherently unstable, and all
forego the benefits of coordination. In practice, local unions in the differ-
ent countries therefore use the EWC as a means to further their individual
interests in securing employment rather than as a forum for international
cooperation.

European Journal of Industrial Relations 6(1)
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EWCs and Industrial Restructuring

Article 13 of the EWC Directive provides exemption from its detailed
provisions for companies which already had in place arrangements for
transnational information and consultation before the September 1996
deadline. Before this date, every European car manufacturer had negoti-
ated such an arrangement. The preamble to each of these company agree-
ments illustrates the ambiguity of the institution. Each states that the
goals of the EWC are the pursuit of international competitiveness, flexi-
bility, productivity and quality (Schulten, 1996); conversely, and equally
significantly, in almost all agreements the main domains of local or
national collective bargaining – wages and working conditions – are
explicitly excluded from the EWC agenda.

In the past, communication between local unions in multinational com-
panies was difficult to achieve because of the prohibitive costs. With the
existence of EWCs it has now become the norm, in part because it is sub-
sidized by the multinational companies. One effect has been that the
information available to subsidiaries and plants of a company has become
more standardized and centrally coordinated, since all unions now have
better access to information previously only available at headquarters
level and can negotiate locally on that basis (Turner, 1996).

The data that follow are the results of a survey distributed at a confer-
ence on EWCs organized in February 1998 by the EMF. The 8-page ques-
tionnaire was translated into six languages (English, German, French,
Italian, Spanish and Dutch) and distributed among those conference par-
ticipants who were also EWC members. The maximum possible response
would have been slightly over 100 (the total number of union-side EWC
members in all the car companies); 64 responses were received. These
covered all the car manufacturers with locations in Europe. Table 4 gives
basic data for all EWCs included in the survey.

For the union delegates the most important function of the EWC is the
dissemination of information; a third of the respondents cited this as a
means of obtaining knowledge of corporate strategy that would be very
hard to obtain otherwise. Support in organizing or coordinating union
action, or helping them define bargaining objectives in their plant, was
less important, cited by just under a quarter of respondents. In addition,
when asked in what ways the EWC has improved their situation, almost
two-thirds believed it had done so by providing for information exchange
between plants in the same company.

The EWC Agenda

The topics that EWCs actually discuss are, however, rather different from
those that trade unionists consider important. Table 5 lists the main items
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on the EWC agenda from three different perspectives: the issues which
the union representatives themselves consider important given the current
situation of the car industry; the actual topics on the agenda; and the
issues that should, according to the EWC members, receive more atten-
tion.

One general result stands out: about half the themes receive less atten-
tion in EWC meetings than the importance union delegates attach to them
and vice versa. Employment and working-time arrangements are two
obvious examples of issues considered crucial areas for union work but
with limited attention in the EWC. Conversely, the EWC provides dele-
gates with considerably more economic and financial information than
many respondents consider important or necessary.

To examine systematically the distinction between what should be and
what actually is discussed, the agenda items are grouped into four broad
categories. The first encompasses conventional quantitative and the second
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TABLE 5. Themes on the EWC Agenda

Topic Important for Actually on Should Be
Union Work Agenda on Agenda

(only 3 (Unlimited (only 3
choices) choice) choices)

–––––––––––– –––––––––––– ––––––––––––
n % n % n %

Conventional Quantitative Domain
46 25.6 46 17.9 49 22.1

Employment 37 20.5 35 12.7 33 14.9
Wages and benefits 9 5.1 11 4.0 16 7.2

Conventional Qualitative Domain
51 28.3 62 22.6 64 28.8

Working-time 24 13.4 17 6.2 26 11.7
Training/retraining 17 9.5 31 11.3 27 12.2
Health and safety 10 5.5 14 5.1 11 5.0

Conventional Strategic Domain
43 23.9 76 27.7 46 20.7

Economic/financial 22 12.2 51 18.7 24 10.8
Sourcing/outsourcing 21 11.6 25 9.3 22 9.9

Strategic Management Domain
40 22.2 90 27.7 63 28.4

Product reorganization 19 10.5 37 13.6 27 12.1
Capacity allocation 17 9.5 29 10.3 22 9.9
Benchmarking 4 2.2 24 8.8 14 6.3

Total 180 100.8 274 100.8 222 100.8
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conventional qualitative issues, both including items central to the tra-
ditional collective bargaining agenda. The third and fourth categories, in
contrast, involve more strategic aspects of company organization: econ-
omic and financial information and outsourcing decisions (which have fre-
quently been included in the trade union agenda), and product market
strategies and capacity allocation (which in the past have never been of
central trade union concern, even though the latter has moved into a more
central place recently because of its direct effects on employment).

Given the extent to which management controls or at least influences
the agenda-setting,5 the distribution of the actual topics offers a reason-
ably accurate idea of management views of the role of the EWC in the
company. The contrast with the priorities of the union representatives is
significant. For the latter, the issues considered most important when
dealing with industrial restructuring in the car industry today involve
conventional trade union domains, reflecting national and (probably even
more) local union concerns: 54 percent of the answers relate to the tra-
ditional (quantitative and qualitative) collective bargaining agenda.6 By
contrast 61 percent of the themes actually discussed during EWC meet-
ings concern strategic management issues.

Two conclusions follow from this analysis. First of all, the actual topics
most often mentioned are those least cited as important for trade union
work. Second, the issues that appear to dominate the agenda are relatively
removed from traditional (national) union concerns, but at the same time
also relate to the core of strategic management. The EWC, this suggests,
is as much a pan-European HRM instrument for management, as it is an
instrument of pan-European workers’ representation. Yet while manage-
ment includes the EWC in its HRM toolbox, trade unions seem unable
to give the EWC a new, independent place in their repertoire of action.

Management and Labour: Two Views of EWCs

The core of the problem is relatively simple to state: for local trade union-
ists the EWC is primarily a means for obtaining information which can
then be used in the individual home plants, often against the other plants
in the company. Of the respondents, 64 percent agree that their EWC has
been useful for local union work, primarily by providing information and
thus helping to shape local demands. Similarly, when asked which activi-
ties were improved as a result of the existence of an EWC, ‘information
exchange’ and ‘local union work’ accounted for the bulk of the answers
(65 percent), while ‘coordination among plants’ – at least rhetorically a
major reason for establishing EWCs – received merely 6 percent of the
answers. These figures help understand the nature of the problem. The
potential advantage of obtaining standardized information about other
plants inside the company is not used by union representatives to build a
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common strategy throughout the company, but to strengthen the posi-
tion of their own plant in the implicit competition between plants.

This finding closes the circle opened in the first part of this article. The
question posed after the analysis of the employment guarantee accords
was why EWCs did not provide a regulatory framework to limit inter-
plant competition over working conditions. The answer provided in this
section is that the union representatives on the EWC do not see it as an
institution to coordinate action across plants in different countries, but as
an instrument to share information that can then be deployed in the home
plant. Instead of combating competition over working conditions, the
EWC has itself become one of the main institutional carriers of the new
competitive regime in the European car industry. It is important to stress
that this perverse use of EWCs is not enshrined in their constitution;
through their actions, which themselves are perfectly rational from their
local perspective, the union representatives have produced this effect, not
the other way around.

Even in this pessimistic world, however, every cloud has a silver lining.
Further analysis of the survey data suggests that experience with strategic
issues teaches the EWC to appreciate their actual value for both local
union and EWC work. Of those who were exposed to strategic infor-
mation in EWC meetings, the vast majority (68 percent) also saw this type
of strategic issue as central to the process of interest representation.7 Thus
management’s strategy of involving the EWC in decision-making struc-
tures may lead to a situation where its members start to use information
on strategic issues in a cooperative way.

But this is not the entire story: in contrast to the unions, management
seems to be constructing the EWC as a means of marshalling support for
restructuring plans by aggressively promoting discussion of strategic
management issues – which, it should be noted, frequently fall outside the
reach of national industrial relations systems that concentrate on core
‘economistic’ issues – and by presenting painful decisions as the logical
outcome of the data presented at the EWC meetings.

Conclusion: EWCs and Industrial Restructuring

Since the early 1990s the European motor industry has been marked by a
combination of a structural overproduction crisis with extremely negative
employment effects, and (in large part as a result) the rapid growth of a
transnational labour relations regime. This new industrial relations model
is constructed around competitiveness (Streeck, 1998), which has increas-
ingly come to imply competition over wages and working conditions:
labour costs, work organization and working-time flexibility. Alongside
the emergence of this transnational competitive labour relations regime, a
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new institution was introduced that, in principle at least, was designed to
bring such developments under the control of trade unionists: the EWC.
By 1996, all companies in the European car industry had installed one.

Despite the initial optimism, however, EWCs seem unable to halt com-
petition over working conditions. In fact, judging from the agreements
negotiated to secure local employment guarantees, competition between
plants has actually increased since 1996. EWCs have failed to become a
pan-European vehicle for trade union coordination, as optimists had
hoped, precisely when this was most needed. (Nor, given this lack of
coordination, have EWCs become vehicles of transnational microcor-
poratism.) The explanation of this puzzle appears to lie in the way EWCs
have interacted with local trade union work in a sector in structural crisis.
None of the ‘high’ functions that informed the successive draft Directives
prevails in the current day-to-day operations of EWCs. Union action,
despite the critical situation in the sector, is (still) rarely coordinated by
the EWC, fine-tuning of union demands is equally rare, and even
minimum working-time or wage standards succumb as soon as manage-
ment leans too heavily on local unions. Not only are EWCs relatively
unimportant in building up international union strength; local trade
unionists seem to use the EWCs to do the opposite: to obtain information
that can be used in the competition for production capacity with other
plants in the same company.

For management, by contrast, the EWC has become established as a
novel autonomous European level in industrial relations. Through
control of the agenda, including the capacity to reject items (see Eller-
Braatz and Klebe, 1998 for the Opel case), management tries to ensure
that new themes, which are all centrally related to the pursuit of compet-
itiveness (itself one of the stated goals of the EWCs) inform its operation.
In short, whereas trade unionists see the EWC as an upward extension of
their local and national activities, management deploys it as a pan-Euro-
pean human resource institution to facilitate industrial restructuring. And
as a result of the relative lack of interest by unions, this ongoing, and
indeed accelerating Europeanization of industrial relations in the car
industry is increasingly taking place on management’s terms, with the
EWCs as a critical part of that process.

The political implications of this analysis are clear: the future of EWCs
lies to a large extent in the hands of the unions themselves. Many observers
have come to the conclusion (seemingly confirmed by the Renault Vilvo-
orde case) that EWCs are intrinsically weak institutions, because they lack
the strong rights associated with the German works council model
(Rehfeldt, 1998; Streeck and Vitols, 1996). This implies that the answer to
the current problems of EWCs would lie in strengthening their legal basis.
While this is certainly worth pursuing, the analysis in this article suggests
that the problem requires a fundamentally different solution, which builds
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on strengthening the EWCs ‘from within’. The data suggested that experi-
ence with strategic information in EWCs also led to more awareness of
those same topics in local union and EWC work. Unions could build on
this, but such a strategy implies, among other things, that union structures
be reorganized so that the links between local branches, national unions
and EWCs become stronger, while the division of labour between them is
clarified.

What ultimately matters, therefore, is what the relevant actors make of
the EWC. If managements have been able to turn what was conceived as
a means to control them into a useful instrument to facilitate industrial
restructuring, unions are at least in principle equally able to apply EWCs
to their own ends. If European trade unionists become convinced of the
necessity for mutual links and for coordination between their local
agendas (which also requires that they realize the shortcomings of their
current ‘nationalist’ competition) they may start to engage in EWCs on
their own terms. The asymmetric Europeanization of labour relations
documented in this article was the outcome of strategic choices by
management; if the unions understand that, they may begin to render
them more symmetric again.
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NOTES
1 The material on Germany is based on an internal IG Metall document on

these employment guarantee accords (on file with author); for developments
in the other countries and for the analysis of the two company cases, I rely
on the actual agreements (also on file with author) (see Hancké, 1998 for
more details on the individual countries). 

2 The information provided in this section was obtained through discussions
with Opel unionists in different countries and with IG Metall staff.

3 The material on Renault comes from discussions with trade unionists in
different countries and with the CFDT central headquarters at Billancourt
(which is responsible for overseeing the activities of the EWC), as well as
with CGT and management members of the EWC.

4 It is beyond the scope of this article to discuss the underlying economic
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rationale in detail; a summary will therefore have to suffice. Multi-model
plants allow for amortization across different segments and product life
cycles and were therefore the standard in the classic mass production era.
Since the early 1990s, however, companies are attempting to reduce
investment costs substantially (made possible by increased outsourcing and
low-tech work reorganization) so that – with a stable profit margin – the
return on investment rises. Lower investment implies less complex
equipment, which logically leads to the less complex single-model plant.
Most new plants are scheduled to be written off after only two product
cycles, in less than 10 years; previously the investment pay-back period
often spanned several decades.

5 This does not mean that trade unionists cannot present or even impose
agenda items, but this appears to occur primarily at times of crisis such as
major company reorganization and plant closures (see Eller-Braatz and
Klebe, 1998 for Opel and Rehfeldt, 1998 for Renault).

6 This finding confirms a study by Fulton (1995) of trade union meetings
organized by the European Industry Federations; he found that
comparisons of wages, pensions, employment practices and working
conditions were the most important themes for the union delegates.

7 Additional analyses were run to test for the influence of country of origin of
the company (the idea being that North European EWC members have
more experience with information of a strategic nature), or the ‘age’ of the
company or the EWC, but no systematic variation was found. The small size
of the sample, which makes statistical analysis difficult, did not allow for an
examination of other sources of variation.
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