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Zlatko Lagumdžija 
President of SDP B&H

Borut Pahor 
President of SD Slovenia

Dear party and trade union friends,

Modern society and the development of de-
mocratic processes in the countries of the South-
East Europe have opened a series of issues related 
to the problems of disempowered male and fe-
male workers and their systematic marginalizati-
on as one of the most burning ones. The process 
of globalization and transition at hand in our co-
untries reduced economic and social rights and 
imperilled economic and social position of wor-
kers as well as their position in the society as a 
whole. In the period when the world is endange-
red by the global crises, and the European Union 
is governed by the conservative parties, there is a 
great risk that the position of workers will additi-
onally deteriorate in the accession process to the 
EU.

As Social Democrats we are concerned with the 
situation of labour and trade union rights, particu-
larly related to the situation of young people and 
increased poverty and social insecurity.

We firmly believe that through dialog, negotia-
tions and agreements we can find solutions for 
conflicts and conflicting positions between indi-
viduals, social and ethnic groups and states. This 
is the reason why we have decided to organize a 
Regional Conference ”Social Democrats and Trade 

Unions –Justice for Workers through Partnership” 
that will be held on 30 June, 2010 in Sarajevo.

The aim of the Conference is to exchange experi-
ences on dialog and cooperation between social 
democratic parties and trade unions in the coun-
tries of South-East Europe, as well as to initiate the 
discussion about political-trade union cooperati-
on in order to strengthen, protect and promote 
labour and trade union rights. Also, our aim is to 
open a discussion on the challenges of global cri-
ses and accession process to the European Union 
and its consequences for the position of male and 
female workers in our countries, so as to discuss 
and find the most appropriate solutions to the-
se challanges. This Conference is a joint activity 
of the Workers’ Council of Social Democrats of 
Slovenia and Forum of Trade Union Activists of 
Social Democratic Party of Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na, and it is financially supported by Westminster 
Foundation from Great Britain. The Conference 
will be attended by the representatives of social 
democratic parties and trade unions from the re-
gion, as well as guests from Sweden, Great Britain, 
the Netherlands as well as guests from other rela-
ted international organisations and foundations.

We look forward to meeting you and your active 
participation. 

Sincerely,
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Opening Statement

Besima Boric, the President of the SDP BiH 
Forum of Trade Union Activists

PART ONE
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‘Social democrats and trade unions, through par-
tnership towards justice for workers,’ is the title 
which generally reflected the reasons for organi-
zing this regional meeting, and for its goals, said 
Ms. Boric, opening the meeting. She then procee-
ded to explain that transition, globalization, and 
today’s global crisis, have pushed aside workers 
and marginalized their problems and their lives. 
In the democratic processes which most countri-
es go through, on their road to EU membership, 
the risk of further loss of rights is increasing. Social 
democrats do not want to accept such a situation, 
but actually want to place these issues into the 
focus of interest and to influence the processes 
of economic and social development of various 
countries, together with the trade unions, in a 
manner which will position workers and their or-
ganisations as important subjects on the current 
scene. 

The developmental level of the countries in que-
stion is different, as are the level of accomplis-
hments, and the level of experience. The Regional 
Workshop opened up questions on communica-
tion between social democratic parties and trade 
unions, with the aim of developing quality models 
and solutions which will also correspond with the 
level of developmental possibilities, as well as the 
desired end-state of a welfare state. 

Social democrats and trade unions can act to-
gether in order to protect, promote, and stren-

gthen labour and trade union rights, to see what 
such a partnership should look like, which issues 
should be addressed together, what the advanta-
ges are, what the risks are, how the independence 
of both sides can be preserved, and how challen-
ges can be efficiently overcome. 

The opening statements, and political and trade 
union experiences from BiH, Slovenia, Croatia, Ser-
bia, and Great Britain, was be presented through 
four panels, while the experiences from Macedo-
nia, Montenegro, Sweden, as well as other indivi-
dual and collective experiences was presented 
through discussions. The organizers of the mee-
ting were the SDP BiH and the Social Democrats 
of Slovenia, with the partner help of the Labour 
Party from Great Britain.

SDP BiH is a party which develops relationships 
with trade unions in an organized manner, throu-
gh the Forum of Trade Union Activists. The Social 
Democrats of Slovenia, as a party with the expe-
riences of the current government in Slovenia, 
also pays great attention to the dialogue with 
trade unions. The Labour Party from Great Britain 
has more than 100 years of experience in dealing 
with these issues. 

It is possible to learn one from the other, and 
learn how to cooperate in order to protect, pro-
mote, and strengthen the rights and interests of 
workers. 
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Welcoming Statement

Zlatko Lagumdžija, the President of the Social 
Democratic Party of Bosnia and Herzegovina 
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Structural changes, which are anticipated for the 
next 20 years, cannot be made in the region wit-
hout the idea of social justice, a modern left wing 
in the widest possible sense of that word, and 
without all trade unions, the non-governmental 
organisations, the academic community, and the 
ordinary people. He is convinced that this region 
can be turned around and set on the right tracks, 
based on the ideas which gathered people at this 
workshop. It is therefore extremely important to 
give further incentives to dialogue, especially to 
dialogue between the parties representing the 
left wing and the trade union movement. Thanks 
to such an orientation, SDP BiH was the only po-
litical party which announced its Election Mani-
festo 100 days before the elections, a Manifesto 
which was not created in laboratories and not 
only by people in charge of its creation, but in a 
manner influenced by a wide dialogue initiated 
in Bosnia and Herzegovina one year ago, a dialo-
gue in which over 10,000 people took part in the 
creation of the Manifesto during three cycles. Part 
of the credits for the creation of a project named 
Changes for Bosnia and Herzegovina, also goes to 
the friends from the Trade Union of Bosnia and 
Herzegovina. It was structured in such a way that 
would make it not just some abstract fighters for 
justice, but fighters for the just division of wealth 
and resources. This is exactly the reason why a 
project was launched which has its spiritual and 
demanding side, which is balanced and not a list 
of wishes, because the wishes and ideas we fight 
for are something generations fight for. In the 
struggle for the achieving of these ideals, every 
little shift, or resistance against being pushed 
aside, is an enormous victory. That is exactly the 
reason why this project has been designed to be 

balanced, not presenting ourselves as those spre-
ading only demagogy, or talking about some kind 
of justice and how we will divide equally the few 
resources we possess, but talking about how to 
advance the economy, on one hand, in order to 
implement the response of the left wing in Eu-
rope today, unlike the response of the right wing 
in Europe, which will not be achieved by cutting 
public spending, but by opening new work pla-
ces, new work places, and new work places. The 
answer is work places, and not the cutting of pu-
blic spending, which is offered as a solution to-
day by the right wing in Europe, and by the local, 
modern, right wing. They say that belts should be 
tightened, investments into education, healthca-
re, welfare benefits cut, and that this is the first 
step towards the exit from the crisis they produ-
ced. This is exactly the reason why it is believed 
that these three segments of social justice, edu-
cation, and healthcare, are something from which 
we must not fall back, must not retreat, must not 
go into hiding from, before the highly radical de-
mands placed before us in each country, and in 
the region as a whole. It is necessary to provide 
an answer to this issue through an aggressive 
promotion of ideas, namely that it is possible to 
tackle the problem from the production point 
of view. Of course there is the fifth segment, the 
classical rule of law, which absolutely does not 
demand any new investments. It only demands 
political will.  It could be said that the rule of law 
is practically the only segment of these five which 
will not produce a “visible economic value”, but 
the most important, invisible, value which is the 
precondition for economic value. The rule of law 
is something which is primarily and solely the re-
sult of political will.
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In his conclusion of this opening statement, La-
gumdzija thanked once more all those present, 
expressing his deep belief that the year 2010 is 
the year for the new start of many things in BiH. 
SDP BiH has, during all these years, in a certain 
way really established a dialogue within BiH. This 
Conference is also one event which will be an in-
centive for further dialogue in the region on the 
very subject of today’s meeting; and an incentive 
for every individual person, not just in the region 
but all the friends who have come to share their 
experiences. 

At the end of the statement, Lagumdzija  recalled 
the year 1999, when he was in Paris at the Con-
gress of the Socialist International, at a time when 
Bosnia and Herzegovina held local elections and 
when the slogan “Social Democrats Rule Europe” 
was used. At that time, Europe had 15, and not 
27 countries, and of these 15 countries, social 
democrats ruled in 13 of them. At that Congress 
of the International, SDP BiH and SDP of Croatia 
were accepted as members of the Socialist Inter-
national, with a unanimous decision of the Con-
gress of the International. The late president Ra-
can and Lagumdzija led their delegations. Borut 
Pahor was at that time the new president of the 
Social Democrats of Slovenia, and he was already 
an old, established, global social democrat. He ra-
ised his hand for SDP BiH and SDP of Croatia. He 
raised his hand together with Shimon Peres and 
Yasser Arafat who were at that time persons who 
promoted dialogue in the Middle East, and who 
were, in a certain way, also members of the Inter-
national. President Alfonsín, Felipe González, Ger-
hard Schroder, Lionel Jospin, Göran Persson, Tony 
Blair, and many others who were at that time the 
leaders of the world, also raised their hands. They 
were more important than the G-20. There were 
talks of a new millennium, of new values. The Con-

gress lasted for three days and it was marked by 
the talk of what the 21st century will look like, of 
what the challenges of the 21st century are. There 
were great speeches, great people. It was a time of 
great global leaders, leaders of the European left 
wing, leaders of the kind which Europe nowadays 
practically does not have, regardless of the fact 
that it has new presidents, and new institutions, 
but it does not have that kind of leader anymo-
re. González led the Commission which provided 
answers to the challenge of the left wing for the 
third millennium. Tony Blair held a great speech 
on new values and the general situation, and in 
one moment he folded his speech, which stirred 
panic in his team, and started speaking “from his 
head, his heart”: 

”All this is great, what we are doing now is great. 
We are setting the strategic directions for the fu-
ture, and we must never give up from doing this 
kind of things, but you have to know one thing, 
you have to be aware that all of this will remain 
one utopian fairy tale, if we from the left do not 
go back to our environments and articulate the 
political program and gather as many like-min-
ded people as we can; people who represent 
other complementary organisations, the acade-
mic community, trade unions, and others, and jo-
intly implement this. In order to do that, do not 
get angry with me, you have to win the elections, 
because the academic community, the trade uni-
ons, and their great ideas are powerless unless 
they have a political partner who won the electi-
ons, who shares their values.”

This is the great truth which brought back many 
people to reality, pointing out to them that ide-
as need to be precisely elaborated, but that they 
should also be checked in joint dialogue and in 
joint actions regarding that dialogue, because 
without that no one stands a chance.
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Welcoming Statement

Dejan Levanic, the Representative  
in the Parliament of Slovenia
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Dejan Levanic, a representative in the State Par-
liament of Slovenia, expressed his pleasure for 
being able to greet the gathering in the name 
of the Social Democrats of Slovenia, and for the 
fact that the workshop was organized with joint 
efforts and concerned questions which are more 
important than ever before. The social democrats 
and the trade unions have a joint responsibility 
in these times, and they have the opportunity to 
improve mutual cooperation and to pave the way 
leading out of the current economic and financial 
crisis in various societies through the strengthe-
ning of a joint dialogue, which means that a new 
incentive for development should be provided. 
This is why dialogue is so important and crucial.

Levanic pointed out that today dialogue is impor-
tant and that talks are carried out together with 
the Social Democratic Party of Bosnia and Herze-
govina and the Labour Party from Great Britain, 
about dialogue and about what can be done with 
joint efforts in order to change the system.

Social democracy and the trade union movement 
share some common foundations in history. Both 
organisations were created from the need of the 
international working class for a fair social order, 
a fair organisation of labour issues, and better 
working conditions. This joint platform is not a 
forgotten part of history, and it must not be a for-
gotten part of history, but the political and value 
orientation of tendencies for the future, pointed 
out Levanic. The consciousness of joint roots and 
common goals must be the incentive for the ad-
vancement of cooperation and, in the future, es-
pecially social partnership, as the foundation of 
a society built on consensus and partnership, as 

the democracy we believe in. At the same time, 
Levanic believes that the times we live in repre-
sent fertile soil for new populism. Today, in Slove-
nia, the opposition skilfully uses the present sta-
te for achieving some cheap political points. On 
the other side, there is, of course, much justified 
discontent of people who are not to blame for 
the crisis, like, for example, workers, and with the 
cheap populism many of them could end up on 
the streets rather than at the negotiation table, 
which could cause unnecessary conflict between 
the Government and the trade unions, instead of 
initiating work on reforms and changing the si-
tuation.

Levanic believes that this workshop served as a 
good opportunity for talks about social dialogue 
in Slovenia, since the representatives of the trade 
unions from Slovenia were present. It is our duty 
and responsibility, points out Levanic, to resolve 
these problems through some form of creative 
dialogue between social partners, since we can 
change the fate of this crisis and turn our society 
into a community which will follow our common 
historical values and, of course, aspirations, only 
through social dialogue. It is a tendency inspiring 
also the most successful countries, not only be-
cause of its innovativeness, creativity, and com-
petitiveness, but because of the reason we all be-
lieve in, solidarity. Scandinavian examples show 
that society has to gather some sort of courage in 
order to change and implement innovative and 
new approaches for the creation of a sustainable 
balance between work and capital, and between 
solidarity and competition. We cannot respond to 
today’s challenges with 50 year old solutions.
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Levanic expressed his belief that today’s gene-
ration is capable of responding to these large 
challenges in an innovative and modern manner. 
A modern social state should be built upon the 
innovativeness of individuals, providing them 
with incentives, but also shelter in times of har-
dship. So one should build a state one can co-
unt on. Such a vision of a state has much more 
in common with Sweden and Finland, than with 
the neoliberal experiment conducted in Europe 
for the past few years.

With the beginning of the crisis in Slovenia, the 
Government has ensured a certain increase in 
social transfers and set up measures for the pre-
servation of work places in the society, in order 
to protect people and maintain social cohesion. 
On the other hand, the Government rather succe-
ssfully repels the constant pressures of the oppo-
sition for lowering taxes for companies, which wo-
uld benefit the wealthy people in our society. It is 
clear that both sides cannot always be successful, 
or always make the best decisions, since a system 
exists which creates the elite class and gives it 
even more value. What is required is a unified edu-
cation policy for lifelong learning, a proper func-
tioning of the labour market, a modern system of 
social protection during times of unemployment, 
old age or illness, as well as an active employment 
policy. At the same time, the Government stren-

gthens the unemployment system, and extends 
the time period for unemployment benefits wit-
hout bringing into question the functional be-
nefit. At the same time, new possibilities for new 
forms of temporary employment are created. 

As a conclusion, he pointed out that there is no 
government which could find an answer to all 
the problems of society by itself. The voice of the 
trade unions is therefore important in finding the 
best solutions during joint cooperation, at the 
same time thinking about all the members of the 
community. He pointed out his hopes that certain 
positive aspects of change will be recognizable in 
the future and that they will be connected into a 
new policy of agreement for development throu-
gh a dialogue causing improvement, but without 
the exclusion and a priori rejections of certain 
changes. If one wants a new society, a just divisi-
on of efforts, a fairer society, and a joint commu-
nity for all generations, then one must change 
the “status quo”, claims Levanic. What exists today 
does not function in such a way. This is the reason 
why the cooperation between the trade unions 
and the social democrats, and especially the so-
cial democratic government, is both necessary 
and inevitable. These are natural allies when it 
comes to human rights, and everyone has to be 
prepared to make some changes; changes for the 
better and changes for everyone.
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Davorko Vidovic participated in the establis-
hment of the Croatian Social Democratic Party 
from the beginning of the 1990s, when the party 
won 5% of votes at the 1992 elections. Eight years 
later, in 2000, the party was in a position to dictate 
the politics of Croatia. 

When the SDP came to power in 2000, the coun-
try had a negative growth rate, one of few coun-
tries in such a position in Europe. 

When in 2003 they handed over power to the 
HDZ, Croatia had an average economic growth 
rate of 5.7% and, as opposed to being an interna-
tionally isolated state, it was close to entering the 
European Union.

In that period of SDP rule the unemployment rate 
was reduced by approx. 50%, i.e. from 500,000 to 
280,000. Furthermore, reform of labour legislation 
was carried out, which is currently whole-hear-
tedly defended by the unions, while 20% of Cro-
atian citizens voted at the referendum to defend 
the Labour Law which was adopted at the time. 

De"ning Key Concepts 

When speaking about the selected topic entitled 
Position of Workers in the Countries of Southeast 
Europe in the Light of the Global Crisis, Mr. Vidovic 
looked to define the concept of social position, 
the worker and the geographical context, as well 
as the nature of the global crisis. He defines the 
concept of social position, the position of workers, 
and he tries to determine the social position in 
general. 

Which indicators are used to determine the ele-
ments of social status, what are the elements of 
social status, and which elements are those? The 
concept of workers, which is not quite unproble-
matic, is also defined, and it has changed throu-
ghout time. 

Southeast Europe is a term that we use here, and 
we are actually referring to the area which is also 
called the Western Balkans. The World Bank uses 
the term WB-5 or the Western Balkans, and the 
term former Yugoslavia is also often used, which 
Vidovic also uses in his presentation.

Furthermore, the notion of global crisis, linked to 
the concept of globalization, is also in itself a very 
interesting and immensely problematic concept, 
and also a very much discussed one. This context 
has several levels. These global processes have a 
strong impact on the national level, at which one 
can have little or no influence. Croatia makes only 
0.5% of the European area of the European po-
pulation, and only 0.3% of European economic 
power. 

Thus, according to Vidovic, those illusions that we 
often have about some sort of excessive force of 
ours and our influence should be put aside, and 
we should put ourselves in the proper perspec-
tive. 

And of course, there is a level that Vidovic calls the 
“Yugoslav heritage”, and it refers to the specifics 
that distinguish these countries from, for exam-
ple, Estonia, Lithuania, or Hungary. This context 
should be observed from that point of view. 
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Globalisation and its E!ects 

Globalization is a serious huge process which le-
ads towards further economic and democratic 
unification of the world market, and the world. 
There are common interests of humanity reflec-
ted in the UN resolutions on equality, human 
rights protection, the rule of law, pluralism, peace 
and security, as those generally accepted inter-
national values which are important to both the 
right and the left and the centrist political opti-
ons. Globalization resulted in a number of posi-
tive processes, starting from the development of 
technology, the  elimination of border barriers, 
increase in the standard of living, longer life 
expectancy, strengthening of democracy and hu-
man rights, reduction of child labour, growth of 
world literacy and decline of global malnutrition. 

However, some studies such, like the research stu-
dies of the Gallup Institute indicate some other 
circumstances in which people around the world 
live today. A total of 64% employees said that 
they feel anxious, depressed, and that they want 
to do something else for a living and to work at 
some other place, which makes two thirds of the 
world population. A total of 74%, i.e. three quar-
ters of workers say that they keep looking at the 
clock during work hours and cannot wait to go 
home from work. A total of 87% of workers belie-
ve that their work has no other meaning except 
for earning monthly wages. These are the world 
data. This is equally true for Sweden or Indonesia 
or Bosnia and Herzegovina. Furthermore he gives 
more interesting details. People in their early thir-
ties experience symptoms of depression. In 1987, 
the rate was 1 out of 14 persons, and in 2004 it is 1 
out of 7 persons. According to this data, the world 
is not becoming a better place to live in. The sui-
cide growth rate has increased by 60% in the last 

45 years. This means that a suicide is committed 
every 40 seconds, and these are really frightening 
and depressing facts. When it comes to people 
who do not feel happy with their partners, the si-
tuation gets worse: 1 out of 30 persons in 1987 
and 1 out of 4 persons in 2004. A total of 60% of all 
marriages today will end in divorce. The average 
duration of a marriage is 7.2 years. 

Creating “roulette-economy”

When it comes to wealth accumulation by a small 
number of people, Vidovic presents very inte-
resting data. Three of the richest persons in the 
world dispose of $ 100 billion according to the 
data for 2004. The GDP of 48 states with a total 
population of 2.5 billion amounts to 78 billion do-
llars. From a historical point of view, the difference 
between the richest and the poorest in the world 
is becoming larger each year: from 3:1 in 1820, 
to 72:1 in recent 1992, and 106:1 in 2003. When 
it comes to global consumption, 9 billion dollars 
a year are spent on drinking water, 11 billion do-
llars are spent in Europe each year on ice cream, 
and 12 billion are spent in Europe and the U.S. on 
perfumes, etc. 

What is actually happening? Changes in capi-
talism that went from industrial to financial su-
per-capitalism, led to the idolatry of money, to 
something that is known today as “roulette-eco-
nomy” which was based on cheap money, credits, 
and debts. By manifest, the crisis was caused by 
huge public and private debts, enormous econo-
mic growth on shaky legs, borrowings, etc., and 
the result is a general mistrust, freezing of credits 
and lending. Thus teaching of that globalization 
milieu led to the collapse of all stocks around the 
world at a tsunami speed. 
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“Why is this important to us”, asks Vidovic? “Well, 
it is important, since our crises are authentic, but 
they became visible under the influence of the-
se global processes. Is this the end of neoliberal 
capitalism? Is this a crisis in capitalism, or is this a 
crisis of capitalism? These are current discussions 
and I do not have an answer to these questions.” 
But Vidovic explains how everything indicates 
that this is not a normal cyclical crisis of capitali-
sm, neither by the manner in which it was created, 
nor by the manner in which it manifests itself, or 
by the consequences of the remedy for the cri-
sis. The problem is that the so-called neo-liberal 
concept of the so-called laissez-faire capitalism is 
now replaced by large government interventions, 
as taxpayers’ money is pumped in to preserve the 
system that led to a general collapse. 

After that he gives some data on social status 
in the region. The GDP per capita index and the 
purchasing power index in comparison to Euro-
pe 27. Croatia is at 64%, Turkey and Romania are 
at approx. 45-43%, while the other countries have 
around one third of the average EU GDP. Slove-
nia clearly does not fit in at all, since it has approx. 
76% of the EU GDP, and it surpassed the old EU 
member states, Greece and Portugal, in terms of 
the amount of its GDP.  In all countries of the re-
gion the rate of the population economic activity 
is very low, which is a huge problem. The number 
of working population is very low compared to 
Europe and to what Europe plans for the future. 
Vidovic notes, “We should be somewhere at the 
level of 75% of active population, and we are mo-
ving from 59.3% in Slovenia up to only 43.9% in 
Bosnia and Herzegovina. The situation of women 
in this sense is even more problematic.”

As for the data on the working population and 
employees, they are even more discouraging and 

that it is the key problem for workers to exerci-
se any kind of rights. Vidovic gives an exception 
of Slovenia, where that percentage is at the high 
European level of 82%, and the example of Mace-
donia with the very low percentage of 47.6%. The 
number of unemployed in Serbia is more than 
700,000, the most populated country in the regi-
on, and only 43,000 in Slovenia, which is, compa-
red to the context of the EU and the region, mar-
ginal. These data are from 2008, which means that 
the data were recorded before the crisis. Normally, 
access to fresh data for all countries is not always 
possible and this is a problem. The ILO statistical 
data exist only for Croatia and Slovenia, Macedo-
nia is partially marked, but the data for other co-
untries do not exist. Also, the work methodologies 
are different so the available data often cannot be 
compared. 

When it comes to poverty in Bosnia and Herzego-
vina, about 20% of the population lives in poverty 
while 30% is on the verge of poverty. Therefore, 
about one half of the population is directly at risk. 
In Serbia, there are about 700,000 people living 
in poverty, which is around 9.2%, while the rate 
of those threatened by poverty is around 24%. In 
Macedonia, this figure amounts to 29.4%, in Cro-
atia the risk of poverty is 17.4%, and in Montene-
gro, there is a similar situation. 

As for salaries, the average gross salary in Slove-
nia is about 1500 Euro, in Croatia it is around 1000 
Euro, while in other countries the level is signi-
ficantly lower. When you look at the net earnin-
gs, what is interesting to us when we talk about 
social status is that salaries range from 277 Euro 
in Macedonia, to 865 Euro net in Slovenia, 320 in 
Serbia, 695 in Croatia, 461 in Montenegro, and 402 
Euro in BiH. The first and this second figure tell us 
the actual amount of the gross salary, and that 
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those costs are extremely high. In some countri-
es, such as Croatia, almost 100% of the net salary 
is subject to payment of contributions, and the 
effects are very poor. 

Moreover, another serious problem is safety at 
work. Vidovic shared a text with the workshop 
participants on the situation in Macedonia, which 
states: “An employee of the Granit construction 
company buried under a rock while working on 
the construction of the road to the Power Plant 
Sveta Petka. Another worker killed during the 
installation of a ventilation system in Delčev. A 
mechanic crushed under a metal plate while re-
pairing a truck, etc.”

The situation in the field of occupational safety 
and health is not only below the European level 
but far below the level of Yugoslavia 20 years ago. 
Even those laws which do exist and which are 
well-written are massively violated and the huge 
unemployment is a barrier to a more efficient 
protection, because as long as employers may lay 
off employees and take new work force from the 
labour market as they please, they do not need to 
take much care about it.

What can we do? Even though we have little im-
pact on global processes, we can follow them, 
analyze them, and observe their effects on the 
countries of the region. Vidovic suggests and 
prompts the following thought: “We can look for 
some kind of niche for our countries, and for our 
societies, and we can carefully adjust, it is what re-
mains for us to do when it comes to this global 
context. Or, we can participate in some kind of a 
large anti-globalization project, if we assess that 
this would have any effect.” Furthermore, countri-
es of the region need the European context and 
profound reforms, but also “the protection of our 
cultural identities, unions of our countries, so that 
we do not drown but integrate these values into 
our systems and our societies.” In other words, he 
said that “Europe should come to us, instead of us 

going to Europe. In a way, we are a part of the Eu-
ropean identity, whether we are formally a part of 
it or not, its members or not.” 

Vidovic also draws the attention of participants to 
the Yugoslav context implying a bold confrontati-
on with the past.

“We have to do that. The gesture made by the Cro-
atian President Josipović  in these past days here 
in the country and abroad is a serious gesture. We 
must leave the war behind us and cast aside tho-
se tremendous weights attached to our feet. The-
se are the weights that Estonians, Lithuanians, or 
Hungarians, or anyone else do not have, because 
these are our weights and we, as a generation of 
politicians and trade unionists which are actively 
involved, have to do it. We should not leave that 
to our children. A similar culture, common history, 
proximity, etc, these are all our advantages that 
should be used for the progress of our countries, 
people, citizens, and peoples who live in it. This is 
the kind of message which I as a politician would 
like to promote at this meeting as well.”

What can we do speci"cally? 

It is very important to build strong social de-
mocratic parties in countries of the region. “I am 
sure that the nationalist elites in our countries 
cannot solve a single problem. Instead, they can 
cause problems. We need to make strong political 
parties, capable of attracting and mobilizing peo-
ple, and we need to win the elections. 

We need to get the opportunity to define a vision, 
to define goals for our countries and our citizens 
and, once we have that power, to truly act thro-
ugh profound reforms, and to implement them 
for the benefit of our citizens, not by order or re-
cipe of either the IMF or the World Bank, but by 
taking primarily into account the interests of our 
citizens. It seems to me that this would actually be 
the right way.”
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Global crisis is largely present in the countries of 
South-Eastern Europe and it has resulted in nu-
merous lay-offs thus threatening already poor si-
tuation the workers were in. “As suggested by the 
title of this regional gathering, there is no justice 
for workers in our region”, said Ismet Bajramović, 
the President of Confederation of Independent 
Trade Unions of BiH. Speaking about the position 
of workers in the countries of South-Eastern Euro-
pe, he also added that the word “light” should be 
put under quotes “since there is no light when it 
comes to the crisis”. 

Legal framework and practice 

Focusing the discussion primarily on the position 
of workers in Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bajramović 
underlines that the formal legal framework gua-
ranteeing rights to workers exists, so it does not 
represent a problem as it is. When it comes to the 
legal framework, attention should be placed on 
the Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina, and 
Constitutions of both entities and Brčko District. 
Main rights ensured by these legal documents 
are:

Right to life 

Right to work;

Right to social security;

The Constitution of Bosnia and Herzegovina defi-
nes the following:

“Bosnia and Herzegovina and both entities shall 
ensure the highest level of internationally reco-
gnised human rights and fundamental freedoms“;

“Rights and freedoms foreseen in the European 
Convention for the Protection of Human Rights 
and Fundamental Freedoms and its protocols are 
directly applied in Bosnia and Herzegovina. These 
documents have the priority over all other laws”.

The following documents represent constitutive 
parts of the Constitution of BiH:

European Convention on Protection of Human 
Rights and Fundamental Freedoms,

International Covenant on Civil and Political 
Rights and Optional Protocols,

International Covenant on Economic, Social and 
Cultural Rights. 

It should be noted that Bosnia and Herzegovina 
being a member of the United Nations also has 
an obligation to implement the Universal Decla-
ration on Human Rights which also defines the 
right to work and social security.

Regardless of the fact that Bosnia and Herzegovi-
na is not a member of the European Community, 
European Social Charter represents a part of its 
legal system, and it defines the following:

Right to work, and to appropriate compensati-
on for any form of work and honourable income 
sufficient for proper life standard;

Appropriate social protection and social security;

Right of persons who lack any means to support 
life to “have the possibility to receive enough me-
ans and social care in line with their actual situa-
tion”
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Legal regulations in Bosnia and Herzegovina re-
garding social security are mainly based on pre-
viously mentioned international standards, or 
are currently being changed; however, the level 
of application is rather low. As a justification for 
unfulfilled duties, competent authorities ma-
inly blame the crisis, but at the same time, they 
do nothing or very little to find an efficient way 
to alleviate the effects of that crisis. The solution 
is mainly found in IMF loans, where terms and 
conditions of such loans affect primarily workers 
and their salaries, compensations that define at 
least some social security of workers, but also all 
other categories in social need. It is conducted by 
attempts to enact laws on salaries without social 
partners, to put collective contracts out of force, 
and to change the law on social security on one’s 
own initiative; also, there are numerous bankrupt-
cies without any of the subsequent provision of 
incomes, as guaranteed in case of job being lost. 

Besides that, quality investments in economy, po-
ssible public works, undertaking of incentive me-
asures for production etc., seem too far even to 
be mentioned.

Therefore, the rights formally exist, but what hap-
pens with the practice? 

What are the effects of global crisis on BiH? 

First of all, we should not forget the situation BiH 
was in when the world economic crisis “began”. 
The crisis, in various forms and of various inten-
sities, has been present in BiH for years now, and 
it became the background for living in BiH. This 
significantly contributed to quite weak reaction 
of BiH authorities but also to reaction of general 
population to the global economic crisis.

So, the most prominent causes of the crisis in BiH 
are:

Political instability during the entire post-war pe-
riod,
Complicated system of government and poor co-
ordination between its many levels,
Poor state of economy in all segments,
Lack of the rule of law and strong presence of 
corruption and crime 
Low efficiency of reforms – reforms have mainly 
been initiated and induced by international su-
bjects,
High poverty level – almost one third of the po-
pulation is poor or on the verge of poverty,
Too expensive state apparatus with low efficiency 
of institutions of all levels of government,

Significant role of international community, etc.

In the second half of 2008, the most relevant BiH 
politicians of both the state and entity levels were 
convincing us that the global crisis would spare 
BiH, that its effects would be less visible here sin-
ce BiH had a “lucky privilege” to be isolated from 
global economic and financial flows. That is the 
reason why there was no timely, common evalu-
ation of possible points of impact of the crisis on 
BiH, no evaluation of possible effects of the crisis, 
no harmonised systems of reactive measures, and 
no strategies for mitigation of its effects.

However, by the end of 2008 and beginning of 
2009, the crisis severely hit BiH. Decrease in export 
demand and money inputs from abroad were 
main routes for the world crisis to enter BiH. The 
price of capital went up through increases in in-
terest rates, even for previously contracted loans, 
stock markets crashed; consumption went down 
as well as traffic of goods, production and servi-
ces. Direct and the most severe consequence of 
global economy fall was a huge number of jobs 
lost. Also, significant decrease in exports, direct fo-
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reign investments, and imports has been evident. 
However, this decrease in imports was not the re-
sult of increased domestic production but rather 
freezing of investments in new facilities and 
equipment and reduction of actual purchasing 
power of citizens. When it comes to companies 
in BiH which have suffered the most because of 
the crisis, then we should first mention export-ori-
ented companies or companies which are linked 
to foreign companies by the nature of their busi-
nesses, such as processing and metal industry, car 
industry, textile industry (Lohn businesses), etc.

The state of BiH economy and the severity of eco-
nomic crisis are illustrated by the following indi-
cators1:

GDP 

Official data for 2009 have not been published 
yet, but it is already known that the year 2009 fe-
atured a decrease in GDP after years of increasing 
– according to DEP, expected decrease of actual 
GDP rate is about 3%, and of nominal about 0.4%, 
while 2010 is expected to show stagnation (actu-
al growth of GDP of 0%) 

-  GDP per capita – in 2008, it was 6,429 BAM or 
3,288 EUR, and the prognosis of DEP for the year 
2009 is 6,403 BAM or 3,275 EUR 

Industrial production 

In 2009, when compared to 2008, BiH showed 
decrease in industrial production of 3.3%.  Regar-
ding classes of products, the greatest decrease 
occurred in:  capital products – 18.1%, production 
of intermediary products – 11.3%, production for 
mass consumption – 8.3%. At the same time, pro-
duction of mass consumption products increased 
by 5.6%, and production of energy by 3.4%. From 

the sector-oriented perspective, processing indu-
stry in general shows a decrease by 4.6%, and it 
also showed the greatest fall in certain branches 
of metal industry – production of electric and op-
tical devices – 25.5%, production of machines and 
devices – 22.3%, production of basic metal pro-
ducts – 17.2%, production of wood and wooden 
products (except furniture) - 16%, etc. 

Foreign trade exchange in 2009

Total exports of goods and services account for 
7.651 billion BAM (15.9% less than in 2008).

Total imports account for 13.264 billion BAM (24% 
less than in 2008) 

The coverage of import by export is 44.79%

It should be once again noted that the fall in im-
ports did not result from an increase in domestic 
production but rather from aborted investments 
in new facilities and equipment, and reduced 
actual purchasing power of citizens.

Consumer price index 

In 2009, total fall of consumer prices of 0.4% (de-
flation) was the only positive factor amongst the-
se negative trends. However, this does not mean 
that in 2009 there were no increases in prices of 
the most important elements of the union con-
sumer basket. This resulted in increased costs of 
housing and utility services (by 3.9%), as well as 
costs of communication, healthcare, purchasing 
of furniture, home appliances and other services. 
Considering some specific characteristics of our 
region and our customs, it should also be menti-
oned that the prices of tobacco and tobacco pro-
ducts have raised by 11,6%.

1  Data are taken from publications  of the Directorate for 
Economic Planning of BiH – Economic trends – Annual 
Report for 2009, Agency for Statistics of BiH, entity 
Bureaus of Statistics, Employment Bureaus of BiH and 
both entities.
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Employment and unemployment 

U 2009, reduction of unemployment in BiH was 
recorded for the first time after five years. 

Average number of employed persons in BiH in 
2009 was 691,800, which is by 0.4% less compa-
red to the year 2008. In FBiH in 2009, average was 
426,557 of employed workers or 1% less than in 
2008, and in RS the average was 253,000 of em-
ployed workers or 2.1% less than in 2008. The gre-
atest reduction of the number of the unemployed 
in FBH was recorded in industry – 6.5%, namely 
production of wood and wood processing, pro-
duction of machines and devices, and production 
of furniture; however, construction also recorded 
significant reduction in unemployment rate – it 
was 5.1% lower than in 2008. RS experienced the 
highest reduction of unemployment in proce-
ssing industry- 6.3%, catering – 4.6%, wholesale 
and retail trade – 4%, etc.

The average number of the unemployed in BiH 
in 2009 was 497,600, which is 1% more than in 
2008. However, increase in the number of the 
unemployed was not of the same pace during 
the entire year. For example, consequences of the 
recession on the labour market were more pro-
minent in the second half of 2009, so the fourth 
quarter of the year 2009 shows the greatest incre-
ase (by 5.6% compared to the fourth quarter of  
2008). The largest number of newly registered at 
employment bureaus occurred upon loss of job 
in the private sector, with reasons being expiry of 
fixed-term employment contracts, redundancy, 
agreed termination by mutual consent, etc. In 
FBiH, average number of registered unemployed 
persons in 2009 was 347,146, which is 0.5% more 
compared to the 2008 average. Total number of 
newly registered at employment bureaus in 2009 
was 103,336, where more than half of them regi-

stered upon termination of their jobs – total of 53, 
433 persons, where 22,700 of them lost their jobs 
due to redundancy, and 2,220 due to bankruptcy, 
liquidation, or privatisation. The remaining 28,510 
of the newly registered lost their jobs due to 
expiry of fixed-term contracts or agreed termina-
tion by mutual consent, which can also be attri-
buted to direct consequences of the recession. 
During the same period, records of employment 
services in FBiH showed that 87,400 persons had 
been reemployed, where 45,027 of them were 
re-employed through mediation of employment 
bureaus. In 2007, 8,162 persons were receiving 
monthly compensation for unemployment in 
line with the law of FBiH. The highest amount of 
total contributions was spent on monthly com-
pensations provided according the Law on the 
Rights of Demobilised Veterans and Members 
of their Families. In RS, average number of regi-
stered unemployed persons was 139,500, which 
is 3.3% more than in 2008. Out of total of 64,500 
newly registered at employment bureaus, majo-
rity was unemployed due to redundancy (21%), 
then due to agreed termination (16%), and due 
to expiry of fixed-term contracts (10%). Official 
unemployment rate in BiH for the year 2009 was 
41.8% (44.9% in FBiH, and 35.5% in RS) and it was, 
FYR Macedonia not being included, the highest 
in the region. Survey-based unemployment rate 
was 24.1%.

Salaries

Average net salary in BiH in 2009 was 790 BAM 
and during 2009, much slower growth of salaries 
was recorded when compared to previous years, 
mainly due to extremely reduced economic ac-
tivity. Average annual growth compared to 2008 
was 5.1%, which is much less than the growth 
recorded in 2008 compared to 2007 (16.6%).  It 



27

should also be noted that the downward trend 
in salaries was more evident in the second half of 
the year, which co-indicates with the dynamics of 
the labour market. So, in the first quarter of 2009, 
compared to the same period of 2008, salari-
es grew by 11.6%, and in the fourth quarter, the 
growth was only 1.1%. Average salary in 2009 in 
FBiH was 792 BAM (increase of 5.4%), and in RS it 
was 788 BAM (increase of 4.4%). However, net sa-
lary in RS includes hot meal compensation, which 
is not the case in FBiH. The lowest net salary defi-
ned by the general collective agreement in FBiH 
was 343 BAM, and in RS it was 320 BAM. Altho-
ugh this slow increase of salaries was evident in 
all sectors, the private sector, being severely hit by 
the crisis, showed the lowest salaries (growth of 
4.7%). This was a consequence of reduced volume 
of business activities in the processing industry 
(textile –leather, wood processing, certain me-
tallurgy branches, etc) construction, trade and ca-
tering, where the salaries have been the slowest 
in growing and the lowest in their nominal value.

However, salaries in the public sector have also 
experienced slower growth than in previous ye-
ars (in 2009, the growth was 4.9% and in 2008 
it even reached 25%) which is a consequence 
of budget restrictions imposed by saving mea-
sures that accompanied the stand-by arrange-
ment with IMF. However, these reductions did not 
objectively have a huge impact on the standard 
of those employed in this sector, since the public 
sector traditionally has the highest average salary 
which is 42% higher than the average salary in 
the private sector.

Pensions

Having in mind that the sources of retirement 
funds were very modest even before the current 

economic crisis, it is clear that both BiH retirement 
funds suffered immensely to provide for pensions 
in 2009. Along with traditional difficulties in en-
suring funds for the retirement-disability funds 
(illegal employment, irregular disbursements of 
salaries and payment of contributions, registering 
of employees for minimum salaries), additional re-
asons were further reduction of incomes caused 
by reduced number of employed workers (due to 
the crisis), and constant increase in the number 
of retired persons who have acquired not only 
the right to the regular age-pension, but also 
other rights based on different forms of benefits, 
and that was also used as a solution for excess 
number of employees caused by the crisis. This 
is confirmed by the data showing that the avera-
ge number of retired persons in BiH in 2009 was 
564,100, which is 4.3% more than in 2008, and it 
has already been stated that the number of em-
ployed workers also went down in the same peri-
od. Average pension in BiH in 2009 was 336 BAM, 
which is 3.7% more than in 2008. In FBiH, average 
pension was 346 BAM, and 320 BAM in RS.During 
the same period, minimum pensions stayed the 
same in both entities - 296 BAM in FBiH, and 160 
BAM in RS. 

Public "nances 

In 2009, BiH experienced fall of total tax income.
Indirect taxes went down by 10% compared to 
2008, and the main reduction occurred in inco-
mes from customs (due to reduction of customs 
rates and termination of the obligation to pay cu-
stoms records for EU products, as in line with the 
Stabilisation and Association Agreement). Direct 
taxes and contributions also went down by 7.8% 
compared to 2008. In FBiH, income from direct 
taxes went down by 3% (mainly due to reforms 
affecting income taxes), and income from con-
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tributions went down by 1.6% (due to reduced 
number of the employed). In RS, income from di-
rect taxes went down by 13.7%, while the collec-
ted contributions show an increase of 15.2%.
Global crisis should be addressed by appropriate 
measures that are actually implemented. 

Main anti-recession measures undertaken by 
BiH authorities 

It has already been pointed out that the authori-
ties in BiH have been quite passive in producing 
timely and appropriate measures to mitigate the 
consequences of the recession. Measures were 
initiated with a delay, and it consequently affec-
ted their final outcomes. Concerning the State 
level – the Council of Ministers of BiH defined its 
proposal of measures under its competence in 
as late as March 2009, and the most important 
measures were aimed at maintaining macroeco-
nomic stability in finances, that is, a decision on 
reduction of mandatory reserve rate of commer-
cial banks at the Central Bank of BiH (14 instead of 
18%), and adopted amendments to the Law on 
Deposit Insurance in Banks in BiH (insured depo-
sit went up from 5,000 to 15,000 BAM). 

The Government of FBiH did not offer any kind 
of specific program for mitigation of consequ-
ences of the crisis, so the ESC of FBiH initiated 
enactment, and in December 2008, it adopted the 
Programme of measures for mitigation of effects 
of the global economic crisis and improvement 
of the business environment as well as the Soci-
al Agreement 2009 -2010. Also, Operational Plan 
for implementation of measures of the two abo-
ve mentioned documents has also been created 
and adopted, and it contains 48 specific measures 
categorised according to priorities and appliers. 
This plan was also adopted by the Government of 

FBiH and, accordingly, the priorities were given to:
Measures of financial support to companies in or-
der to maintain levels of employment,
Measures for improvement of the business envi-
ronment 
Measures for removal of burden to the economy 
Measures for stimulation of production and em-
ployment 
Measures aimed at rationalisation of public spen-
ding, and rationalisation and reduction of costs of 
public administration 
Measures for protection of standard 
Measures for improvement of cooperation 
between social partners 
Measures for improvement and rationalisation of 
institutions, and 
Measures for strengthening of public reserves.

Apart from these measures, upon appeals from 
the Union of Metal Workers of BiH, the Parlia-
ment of FBiH adopted Conclusions, published 
in the Official gazette of FBiH, which oblige the 
Government of FBiH to implement 12 measures 
aimed at improving conditions in metal, electro 
and all-purpose industry and real sector in gene-
ral. These measures put special focus on continu-
ity of worker’s past service records, less burden 
on the economy, ensuring more means under 
favourable conditions using credit potential of 
the Development Bank of FBiH in order to sti-
mulate appropriate development projects and 
export-oriented companies, and also on urgent 
enactment of the Law on Audit of Privatisation 
and amendments to laws in the field of work-re-
lated relationships, etc. Due date for implementa-
tion of all these measures has passed, and most 
of them have been partially implemented or not 
implemented at all. Some analyses were made, 
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but without further implementation of propo-
sed measures; numerous laws are in the proce-
ss of adoption and still not available. This lack of 
work and responsibility in the relevant authorities 
has resulted in the above mentioned loss of jobs, 
still excessive public spending and too robust 
administration, lack of means for social security, 
difficulties in creating incomes in public funds, 
interrupted past service records for tens of tho-
usands of workers, etc. Actual measures for miti-
gation of consequences of the recession in 2009 
but also in 2010 were undertaken by the Federal 
Employment Bureau in form of several projects in 
the field of active employment measures which 
were mainly aimed at categories with difficulties 
in finding job, mainly the young, those who had 
lost their jobs, and disabled persons. Due to these 
measures, around 3,250 persons registered in this 
category were employed in 2009. In January 2009, 
the Government of RS adopted Measures for mi-
tigation of negative effects of the world econo-
mic crisis on RS which included all segments of 
the economy and the society. For public bodies, 
some restrictive measures have been planned, 
and the economy was intended to be stimula-
ted with measures aimed at ensuring solvency, 
development and new jobs, increase in domestic 
demand through public investments, increase of 
competitiveness of companies, etc.

The Basic Package with 19 measures was adop-
ted, and the most important measures were:
Initiation of public works in order to increase em-
ployment 
More intense investments in energy sector 
Providing of funds for intervention measures for 
initiation of domestic production and import su-
bstitution 
Improvement of public reserves of RS

Cheap basic provisions (food, etc.) 
Reduction of burden on the economy and extre-
me reduction in all forms of public spending and 
consumption 
Employment programme with corrections of the 
Social Programme for workers who lost their jobs, 
etc.

One of the incentive measures implemented by 
the Government of RS that should be mentioned 
is stimulation of textile and leather processing 
companies which have been severely affected 
by the recession – the measure involved monthly 
support for each employee in the amount of 50 
BAM. Employment Bureau of RS has underta-
ken some measures in order to reduce unem-
ployment and they were mainly in form of active 
employment measures implemented through 
programmes and projects for employment of ca-
tegories with difficulties in finding job. In 2009, this 
resulted in employment of over 3,500 persons. It 
should be pointed out that at the beginning of 
the economic crisis, local economic experts made 
a prognosis that the second half of 2010 would 
bring the start of recovery of BiH economy. Howe-
ver, although the second half of 2009 showed po-
sitive growth of major world economies, intensity 
of negative trends in BiH remained. It was expec-
ted, especially since the crisis came to BiH with a 
delay of at least one quarter of a year compared 
to the surrounding countries, and measures were 
delayed as well.

The role of the Union in overcoming the e!ects 
of the crisis and protection of the workers’ 
rights 

The Union is aware that the globalisation and 
transition processes have had an effect on our co-
untry and the neighbouring countries in form of 
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significant reduction of rights of employed wor-
kers, and it threatened their economic and social 
security, so the situation was additionally worse-
ned by the outbreak of the global economic cri-
sis. Thus, the Union strongly objects any attempts 
to cover omissions of employers and authorities, 
and further reduction of workers’ rights under the 
excuse of economic crisis. The role of the Union 
in overcoming the effects of the crisis needs to 
be much more active, efficient, specific and based 
upon equality and partnership with employers 
and the authorities. The Union needs to impose 
itself as an equal partner and be seen as a social 
partner at all times, not only when it is found con-
venient for others.Therefore, the Union needs to 
insist and endure in a reliable implementation of 
the social dialogue, the democratic way to resolve 
ever more prominent social and economic issues. 
This mainly refers to respecting of collective ne-
gotiation and considering of collective contract 
as a basic work-legal document, to respecting 
the Union opinions during enacting of new laws 
and other regulations the Union is interested in, 
as well as to their proper application. The Union 
will not tolerate lately evident attempts of the 
governments to ignore social dialogue and de-
mocratic procedures and unilaterally enact laws 
that directly affect the status of the worker and all 
citizens of BiH. In order to address all these requ-
irements and challenges, the Union has to con-
tinue working on the quality and number of its 
members. 

Violations of Trade Union and Workers’ Rights

Breaches against work legislation and collective 
contracts in Bosnia and Herzegovina were pre-
sent even before the world economic crisis. Illegal 
work for low wages, insecurity and fear for bare 
survival, material shortages, more working hours 

and less fundamental rights – it has been reality 
of many BiH workers for years now. The practice of 
irregular disbursement of salaries and payment of 
contributions to public funds was more or less to-
lerated in the period when companies were ma-
inly state-owned, but it continued even after pri-
vatisation, more than ever. In years of recession, it 
is almost normal to have delays in payment of sa-
laries and other obligations towards the workers 
and the state, as well as to experience increase in 
grey economy and unregistered work; employers 
justify this by a benefit of having at least basic 
salaries for the workers in times of economic tur-
moil, even without having mandatory taxes and 
contributions paid. It is quite common, especially 
in industrial activities, to have breaches of work-
related legislation and collective contracts, salari-
es below the guaranteed minimum amount, and 
so on, but difficult social and economic situation 
and increase in unemployment force the workers 
to accept even such poor conditions, rather than 
having the job and the only source of income 
lost. The recession has threatened the existence 
of many workers who barely managed in ma-
king ends meet even before the crisis. Employers 
exploiting the workers conveniently use the story 
of economic crisis “to hide practically everything” 
and they do so in order to reduce already minimal 
workers’ rights. The crisis is used as an excuse for 
everything, even illegal actions, and also ignoring 
of collective contracts and employment con-
tracts. As it appears, employers use the crisis to cut 
down the rights of the workers by ignoring valid 
collective contracts. The rights of workers are re-
duced to the level defined by the Labour Law, and 
even below. In an attempt to protect their rights 
resulting from their employment, members of the 
Union contacted Legal Service of the Confedera-
tion of Independent Trade Unions of BiH mainly 
because of the unpaid salaries or reduced salari-
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es and other compensations, irregular payment 
of contributions for pension-disability insurance, 
health insurance and unemployment insuran-
ce, ignoring of collective contracts, exercising of 
rights during bankruptcy procedures, etc. There-
fore, in 2009 and first five months of 2010, legal 
help was requested by around 2,000 union mem-
bers who had, by themselves or collectively, used 
their union branches or cantonal boards and 
asked for legal assistance from the Legal Service 
of the Confederation of Independent Trade Uni-
ons of BiH. Beside the breaches of material rights, 
we often have breaches of non-material rights, 
such as transfer to a different workplace, cance-
llations of employment contracts due to reduce 
volume of business activities caused by the rece-
ssion and similar. After court procedures, majority 
of cases showed that the firings were illegal sin-
ce the world crisis had not been the cause of the 
poor performance, and had only been used as an 
excuse. In 2009 and during the first five months of 
2010, Legal Service if the Confederation of Inde-
pendent Trade Unions of BiH, on behalf of 2,165 
workers/union members, filed before the relevant 
courts in Federation of BiH 23 collective suits aga-
inst breaches of material rights resulting from an 
employment, and 8 individual suits against cance-
llation of an employment contract due to effects 
of the world economic crisis. What is the Union’s 
opinion on steps towards faster overcoming of 
the crisis, creation of new jobs, and improvement 
of material and social status of the worker?

To initiate public works 
To speed up investment cycles in capital infra-
structural project – highway, power supply and 
energy sector, revitalisation of large production 

systems 
To stimulate existing workers using certain bene-
fits to the employer in form of financial aid, etc.
To stimulate employment by introduction of tax 
reliefs for the newly-hired 
To make significant reduction in public spending 
and increase control and transparency of usage 
of budget means 
To increase measures for stimulation of real sec-
tor, namely export-oriented companies 
To encourage agriculture and cattle breeding for 
which we have excellent preconditions 
To ensure maximum availability of loans and 
grants in development banks (speed up the ope-
ning of the announced credit line of Development 
Bank of FBiH for the purpose of maintaining the 
existing number of employees in small and medi-
um enterprises in the amount of 15 million BAM) 
To ensure conditions for usage of pre-accession 
funds 
To introduce a Differentiated VAT Rate in order to 
protect the standard of population, even in a form 
of temporary measures 
To speed up enactment and harmonisation of re-
gulations dealing with employment relationships 
To maximise control in all segments and at all le-
vels 
To engage in a serious reform of the social sector 
in order to bring the rights within the legal fra-
meworks and direct the available means to those 
categories that need them the most 
To intensify the social dialogue at all levels (both 
trilateral and bilateral), and namely create envi-
ronment for long awaited ESC at the State level, 
etc.
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Building a Social State  
and the Position of Workers in it



33

In the introductory part of his presentation, Ma-
tevz Frangez underlined the importance of con-
ducting dialogue and exchanging experiences, 
and welcomed such an initiative at the regional 
level taking into consideration mutual experience 
and joint opportunities. He also pointed out the 
symbolism of holding such an important discussi-
on in Sarajevo and Bosnia and Herzegovina, a city 
and country highly conversant with the difficulty 
of maintaining dialogue and the results when it is 
absent. Talking about social welfare and exchan-
ging the experiences of Slovenia with the parti-
cipants, Matevz Frangez gave an overview of this 
important issue in the context of the current glo-
bal economic crisis. He thinks that this direction is 
not the world socialist revolution as presented by 
Greek demonstrators but that all efforts, on one 
side, must be channeled towards achieving equal 
opportunities and rights for all workers through 
international influence. This must form part of an 
effort to achieve a new global economic and soci-
al order and, on the other side, change the econo-
mic and social order in the countries concerned. 
Underlining the significance of advocating reali-
stic alternatives, he stressed that it is important 
not to give unrealistic promises during election 
campaigns because the real problem comes not 
with winning elections but afterwards. It is espe-
cially difficult to govern nowadays at the time of 
the global economic crisis.

New Global Political and Economic Reality and 
Equal Opportunities for All  

Awareness of world change as a result of the glo-
bal economic crisis, the best way of implemen-

ting historic values in such a climate and how to 
ensure that social protection systems are protec-
ted were areas of concern, stressed Mr. Frangez.
The new world is one of new challenges. There is 
a new geo-political reality, a new multi-polarity 
with new regional and world economic powers, 
a struggle for resources, problems with climate 
change, Greece and the crisis of the Euro, expec-
ted slow growth and many other global challen-
ges. These are becoming a growing problem for 
Europe and Slovenia. Rights are dependent on 
national economic strength. The decision to be 
made is between the notion of utopia on one 
side and the realistic and equal distribution of so-
cial wealth on the other. Mr. Frangez underlined 
that there were dangers to this.  Any form of deve-
loped society risks becoming conservative by de-
fending something that is not functioning. New 
approaches are sometimes needed commensu-
rate with the new political economic climate. The 
Slovenian model is an example of an economy 
with weak foundations. Low economic producti-
vity, technological stagnation and low innovation 
have lead to an economic decrease. An absence 
of competition and the overall economic situa-
tion have affected the social protection systems, 
the pension insurance system, and the healthca-
re system, and there is difficulty in keeping social 
funds stable. The labour market functions hardly 
at all and the education system does not encou-
rage the development of a multi-tiered pool of 
human potential. Privatisation mitigates against 
industrial democracy. 

Economic recovery is hindered by complex state 
structures and corruption. A new developmental 
approach is needed. 
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Challenges of our Time Require Changes 

The regional meeting represents a new incentive 
for change for the Social Democrats of Slovenia and 
the Slovenian Association of Free Trade Unions. So-
cial democracy and the trade union movement sha-
re common ground. Their origins and aims have not 
changed: an egalitarian social order, better working 
conditions, a fair representation of workers’ values 
remains priorities. The challenges of our time requ-
ire great changes. The economic crisis has caused 
many problems but these problems, at the same 
time, create legitimate expectations with citizens 
that these problems should be resolved. Many of 
these problems date back more than twenty years 
old. Many of the problems also reveal the ineffici-
ency of current authorities to resolve them.  

Social Consensus Maintains a Balance between 
Work and Capital  

The Social Democrats of Slovenia and the Trade 
Unions established the Economic-Social Council 
in 1994, as a tripartite body for social negotiations 
between the government, the trade union and the 
employer. The first social agreement was reached 
by means of a joint social dialogue. This agreement 
was a guarantee for the development that Slove-
nia was to witness. This strong social partnership is 
responsible for the fact that no radical, neo-liberal 
interventions have been made in the social structu-
re in Slovenia, as was the case with other countries 
in Central and Eastern Europe. Slovenia succeeded 
due to the fact that it had acted upon a consensus 
of major social groups and maintained the balan-
ce between work and capital. This, according to Mr. 
Frangez, has been a major lesson and an incentive 
to resolve major social and economic problems 
in the present and the future. The promotion of 
the Law on Labour in Slovenia through social par-
tnership took four years; the implementation of 

changes in the pension system took three years 
while the implementation of the system on salaries 
in the public sector lasted six years. Society needs to 
be able to react to societal changes and problems 
without causing major social conflicts. Challenges 
require quick changes and no such changes can be 
achieved without the reform of social partnership. 
Bosnia and Herzegovina is the best example of the 
inability and inefficiency of authorities and social 
groups to reach an agreement. This inefficiency in 
resolving problems does not mean that the pro-
blems will remain the same. On the contrary, the 
problems will become only more difficult and more 
numerous. On July 7th, the Economic-Social Council 
in Slovenia will launch discussions on the new role 
of social partnership. 

New Solutions Require a New Approach 

Albert Einstein once said that problems cannot be 
solved by the same thinking used to create them. 
Mr. Frangez stressed that he does not believe that 
the old methods are the best methods but undo-
ubtedly he sees the advantages that economic and 
social equality bring, although he does not believe 
that they can be the new spiritus movens of our so-
cieties. Other factors include a more innovative eco-
nomy, production and sale of products, and social 
development as the basis of a sustainable use of re-
sources, used to guarantee equal opportunities for 
the future. This is the reason why a new approach is 
needed which blends traditional values and the de-
mands of the market economy. In order to achieve 
this vision of the new economic and social reality 
it is important to see and understand the new glo-
bal mutual connection and the new global politi-
cal picture: the growth of new regional and global 
economic superpowers, the limited quantities of 
natural resources including basic resources such as 
water and food in the near future. There is climate 
change to be considered, the need for sustainable 
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development, competition between superpowers, 
and the danger from conflicts over the supervision 
of world resources. Struggling with the challenges 
of the 21st century should not be about the conser-
vation of the vision of prosperity of social society in 
Europe after World War II, but rather about its rein-
vention and the discovery of a model of a prospero-
us social state that can withstand change. The social 
state known up until now has gone. It was killed off 
by the global economic reality that had based the 
wealth and the opportunities of the European soci-
al state on cheap resources from third-world coun-
tries. Social and economic modernisation is just two 
changes to be made. 

Inspirational Approach of the Scandinavian Mo-
del 

Trade unions are of crucial importance. Trade unions 
all over Europe have the power and legitimacy to 
oppose reform plans. The Slovenian Government is 
often faced with harsh criticism from the trade uni-
ons for introducing neo-liberal reforms. The opposi-
te is the case. Forecasted reforms are not neo-liberal 
but rather inspirationally Scandinavian.By giving an 
example of how protective measures can someti-
mes be counter-productive, Mr. Frangez pointed out 
that Slovenia’s model of protection of workers that 
are older than 50 years of age provides protection 
of jobs, although the end result proved contrary to 
this intention, and this special protection actually 
resulted in the loss of jobs, despite the fact that this 
group of workers were deemed by employers to 
be the most loyal and the most experienced. The-
re are conflicts between the Social Democrats and 
the trade unions regarding student employment: 
this has proven to be the most flexible yet the most 
insecure form of employment in Slovenia with nu-
merous abuses of the system. The trade unions view 
the actions of the social-democratic Government as 
neo-liberal due to their intention to create new job 

posts through layoffs and to abolish limited-time 
employment. This leads to a significant reduction in 
social rights most notably for young people. Both 
young and old in the labour market, as well as the 
community at large, and the economy, must be se-
cure yet flexible. The trade unions have announced 
demonstrations against the reforms in the autumn. 
They certainly have the strength and the legitimacy 
to destabilize the political situation that could se-
riously imperil the focus and determination of the 
social democratic Government to make Slovenia 
more competitive in order to open up new mar-
kets in Slovenia, to attract new investments and to 
reform the economy so as to create new and better 
jobs. This is how trade unions use their powers thro-
ughout Europe. They are capable of stopping the 
reform process. There are fears that possible political 
changes which do not exclude the possibility of se-
rious destabilization of the political platform will not 
bring the trade unions any good. Any government 
of whatever political inclination will have to carry 
out certain reforms aimed at preserving healthy 
public finances and stability of social funds. The re-
duction of public spending is one correct response, 
but spending reform should stabilize public finan-
ces without disturbing the quality of public services 
most notably in education, social protection and 
healthcare. Greece remains an example of which to 
be keenly aware. Failure to make economic and so-
cial change will result in a lack of societal prosperity, 
stability and security. Socio-economic benefits must 
be considered against political party advancement; 
trade unions must act in tandem with the political 
apparatus; social dialogue and social democracy 
are inter-linked. Concluding his presentation and 
underlining the importance of social democracy, 
Mr. Frangez characterized the regional meeting 
entitled “Social Democrats and the Trade Unions – 
Justice for Workers through Partnership,” as a joint 
opportunity to find common ground between tra-
de unions and political parties. 
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Building a Social State  
and the Position of Workers in it
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Zoran Stojiljkovic started his speech by empha-
sizing that the establishment of a link between 
trade unions and social democrats has been an 
issue that has been addressed in the countries 
of the region for two decades, but so far without 
success. Why are we not successful, the  speaker 
asks himself? ‘’You have a situation in which, to be 
honest,  social democracy is an alternative political 
power for social governance, while management 
of capitalism, at least as an economic form, has no 
longer an alternative. Trade unions seem to be a 
kind of dinosaur species that have not found an 
adequate answer to the issue of growing unem-
ployment, loss of classical strongholds in the form 
of trade unions and those changes that result 
from privatisation and flexible labour relations, 
and small and medium-size businesses with only 
a few employees. As for the social state in terms 
of the national ‘’Neo-Keynesian’’ intervening state, 
it exists no longer. Or, there will be no such state 
form in the future. Therefore, we need to see what 
is to do in such serious situation. The fact that we 
are all here means that we all love Sarajevo and 
that we wish to do something together.’’

Position and Role of Trade Unions 

In relation to trade unions, Stojiljkovic emphasi-
zes three issues: firstly, there is something called 
political economy of trade unions, and indicators 
that show when a trade union is successful. A tra-
de union is successful, if it has three indicators: 
firstly, when it raises the salaries, secondly, when it 
improves the working conditions and its impact 
on the legislation or political institutions, and 

thirdly, when it increases the employment. What 
is to do when trade unions achieve none of the-
se three objectives, asks Stojiljkovic . ‘’In that case 
trade unions have to seriously re-examine their 
position. Nobody will be deceived by a series of 
resolutions, smart documents and meetings that 
were held. The work of trade unions is measured 
only on basis of these three objectives, and if they 
are lacking, the trade union has a problem. This 
problem may be resolved by good organization 
and application of four types of strategies. One of 
them is related to protests, which do not resolve 
the issue, but improve the impact through ne-
gotiations. It is one thing when you cannot even 
gather 500 workers in front of the Government 
building, and a completely different thing when 
they know that we can gather up to thousand 
workers. Apart from protests, this also includes 
social dialogue and political lobbying. Many of 
you quoted Blair, but you all know very well that 
Blair sent a message to British trade unions that 
they should stay away from parties and party 
policy. That means that we need to look for par-
tners, serious and long-lasting partners, and, of 
course, we as an organization have to look for the 
support of other organizations from the society, 
such as organizations of farmers, retired persons, 
students, NGOs, in order to simply be somebody 
who will mark the field of politics. If trade unions 
do not assume this untypical role, they will die in 
anonymity. They will call us from time to time and 
all documents will eventually be also passed to 
the trade union. But the representation rate of our 
influence will increasingly decline’’, warned Stojilj-
kovic.
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Partnership and Mutual Trust 

Partnership and trust are crucial in relations 
between social democrats and trade unions. 
What is partnership, asks Stojiljkovic . ‘’Partnership 
is a relationship between two or more parties 
in which everyone trusts the other and has cer-
tain expectations. For example, I gave you my 
trust as the SDP of Croatia, and you proved that 
it was justified through your conduct while you 
were in power, and I gave you even more trust. 
And, I believe that it is better for me to support 
the government than to establish a party. And 
vice versa. In this game, we all have our interests.’’ 
Furthermore, says Stojiljkovic , a big parliamentary 
party is not interested in a trade union that is not 
representative, or it is interested in it, but to qu-
ite a small extent. Trade unions are there to sell 
a system of votes for the support and to moni-
tor the implementation of the policy during their 
office term, especially since all parties aim at soci-
al justice and social dialog; this has become some 
kind of the European mantra. Stojiljkovic  reminds 
of the fact that social democratic parties, when 
they come to power, also have another kind of 
clients, workers and trade unions that are not the-
ir only clients, and these parties frequently seem 
to form a federation of interested groups and lo-
bbies. Stojiljkovic underlines the importance of 
trust in partnership and the trust between the 
trade union and social democratic government, 
as well as the importance of understanding that 
partnership is not a ‘’one-time misuse or a one-
night stand’’. Otherwise there will be neither such 
support nor trust. Stojiljkovic  is of the opinion that 
the relationship between the trade union and so-
cial democrats is underdeveloped, that mostly no 
political option is supported, and that messages 
are general and sent to everybody. However, Sto-
jiljkovic  believes that this is bad, and that it will 

not lead to power or impact of any of the parties 
involved.   

It is Possible to Change Parties, But Not to 
Change Public Policies (?)

By quoting a colleague from Bulgaria, Stojiljko-
vic  explains that in every election campaign 
parties and coalitions enter a passionate love 
relationship with their voters, and when they 
come to power, they enter into a marriage with 
international financial organizations. That means 
that people can change parties, but they cannot 
really change public policies. Besides that, Stojilj-
kovic  also mentions a series of other problems 
that slow down the transformation of the situa-
tion into the spirit of democratic changes to the 
satisfaction of citizens. Political reforms are imple-
mented only partially, political authoritarianism is 
practiced, which renders possible control of the 
government, which again, leads to a ‘’faulty de-
mocracy’’. In Serbia we have a ‘’partocracy’’ with 
16 coalition partners that created some kind of a 
party cartel. In addition to this, heads of parties 
have the possibility to control their people throu-
gh the system of closed lists and change of order, 
and this has to be dissolved in order to make our 
societies more democratic, believes Stojiljkovic.
In addition to the above mentioned challenges, 
Stojiljkovic also underlines the insufficient divisi-
on of power and poor or inefficient and politically 
controlled judiciary. Furthermore, a huge problem 
is also the endemic corruption, and the instituti-
onal capacity to deal with this is insufficient. “In 
Serbia we follow the European design, we esta-
blish institutions, amend laws, but the key issue 
is”, according to Stojiljkovic , “whether these anti-
corruption institutions have sufficient funds, suffi-
cient power and human resources to do their job 
seriously?” Stojiljkovic suggests to implement a 
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certain number of strategic moves. Presenting his 
opinion on the fate of the social state, Stojiljkovic  
claims that this form of intervention with a great 
service for citizens is undergoing a crisis. Requests 
towards the state are always related to the fact 
that the labor legislation should be made more 
flexible, and that the rights of workers in the labor 
market should be reduced, because otherwise 
the investments will go somewhere else. Also, the 
state budget is insufficient for financing a social 
state. In addition to this, the societies of the region 
are demographically old. For example, in Serbia 
you have approximately 1.8 million of labor force, 
and approximately 1.6 million of retired persons. 
This is a 1:1 ratio, and the social welfare system 
will hardly be able to support it, concludes Stojilj-
kovic.The first and most important issue in order 
to stabilize democracy according to Stojiljkovic  is 
to destroy the party cartel. “In Serbia, this implies 
17000 – 18000 positions that are given to party 
members and its own loyal members, who are not 
appointed members of the steering committee 
of this or that public company because they are 
smart and beautiful, but because they are appo-
inted to manage the company in such a manner 
so as to ensure the support of the employees, pay 
funds to the accounts of those that appointed 
them to these positions, etc. This is devastating”, 
concludes Stojiljkovic. Another important issue 
that Stojiljkovic  emphasizes is the social cohesi-
on policy. By quoting Churchill, Stojiljkovic  says: 
‘’A good or optimal society is a society that has 
a well developed safety and social network thro-
ugh which you do not fall into the vortex of ho-
pelessness and poverty, and, on the other hand, a 
ladder that you can climb to the top of the social 
pyramid without party tutorship.’’ This is a mini-
mum threshold in these societies that you can 
aim at and it simply must guarantee these po-
sitions, and should not let people to be isolated, 

poor, jobless, and poorly educated, while one of 
the greatest problems are torn social relations 
and a low social capital. This must be prevented 
and it must be the political priority number one. 
Stojiljkovic , furthermore, emphasizes that the 
state can no longer be the guardian in the way it 
had that role during socialism, ‘’from cradle to the 
grave’’, because the state has no capacity to do 
that. We moved from governing to management 
process, which is decentralized, from the subnati-
onal, over the national, to the international level. 
However, the state may not behave based on the 
logic of the supermarket concept, according to 
which it offers something for everyone. The state 
has to standardize services and quality for everyo-
ne. At the end of his speech, Stojiljkovic concludes 
that trade unions and social democrats have to 
cooperate closely, because they lack basic infor-
mation of each other. ‘’We have many common 
interests, but we do not have sufficient regional 
initiatives and projects. Our countries do not have 
the capacity or the position to build a social sta-
te on their own, while nowadays it is possible to 
achieve through some kind of combination of 
local, national and regional initiatives that resolve 
issues at those levels.’’  

Partnership and Mutual Trust

Partnership and trust are crucial in relations betwe-
en social democrats and trade unions. A big par-
liamentary party is not interested in a trade union 
that is not representative. Trade unions are there to 
sell a system of votes for the support and to moni-
tor the implementation of the policy during their 
office term, especially since all parties aim at so-
cial justice and social dialogue. He underlined the 
importance of trust in partnership and the trust 
between the trade unions and a social democratic 
government.   
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It is Possible to Change Parties, but not to 
Change Public Policies 

By quoting a colleague from Bulgaria, Mr. Stojiljko-
vic explained that in every election campaign par-
ties and coalitions enter into a relationship with 
their voters, and when they come to power, they 
enter into a marriage with international financial 
organisations. That means that people can chan-
ge parties, but they cannot really change public 
policies. Political reforms are implemented only 
partially.

There is an insufficient division of power in Serbia 
and a poor or inefficient and politically controlled 
judiciary. Furthermore, a huge problem is also en-
demic corruption, and the institutional capacity to 
deal with this is insufficient. It is a question whether 
anti-corruption institutions have sufficient funds, 
sufficient power and human resources to do their 
job properly.           

In Serbia there are approximately 1.8 million peo-
ple in the labour force, and approximately 1.6 milli-
on retired persons. This is a 1:1 ratio, and the social 
welfare system cannot support it.

In order to stabilize democracy it is crucial to de-
stroy the party cartel. In Serbia, this implies 17,000 
– 18,000 positions that are given to party mem-
bers and its own loyal members. On social cohesi-
on, Mr. Stojiljkovic quoted Churchill:

‘’A good or optimal society is a society that has 
a well developed safety and social network thro-
ugh which you do not fall into the vortex of ho-
pelessness and poverty, and, on the other hand, a 
ladder that you can climb to the top of the social 
pyramid without party tutorship.’’ 

He emphasized that the state can no longer be 
the guardian in the way it was during socialism, 
‘’from cradle to the grave’’, because the state has 
no capacity to do that. Things have moved from 
a governing to a management process, which is 
decentralized, from the sub-national, over the na-
tional, to the international level.  The state has to 
standardize services and quality for everyone.   

The conclusion is that trade unions and social de-
mocrats have to cooperate closely, because they 
lack basic information about each other.
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MS NORMA STEPHENSON works in a Mental He-
alth Unit in a National Health Service Hospital in 
the north-east of the United Kingdom. Because 
her Trade Union is affiliated to the Labour Party, 
that entitles her to stand for election to the La-
bour Party’s governing body, called The National 
Executive. She explained in-depth about the hi-
story and background of 111 years of the com-
plex links between Members of Parliament, or 
MPs, and the Trade Unions in Great Britain. 

Prior to 1899, MPs did not receive a salary, as they 
were almost exclusively from the land-owning 
and governing classes, who saw it as being in 
their interests to keep the working classes in their 
place. 

But in 1899 a small group of Trade Unionists who 
worked in the railway industry asked the gover-
ning Trade Union body, known as the Trade Union 
Congress, or TUC, to bring together all left-wing 
organisations to sponsor  Parliamentary candi-
dates. All the Unions agreed with this and this 
conference was held on the 26th and the 27th of 
February 1890. From this a special group was sent 
to Parliament in London with a mandate to co-
operate with the promotion of legislation which 
held the direct interest of the Labour Party – and 
by extension the working classes – as one of its 
core values.

The Labour Representation Comittee was thus 
formed, and trade unions begun by backing fifte-
en parliamentary candidates, of whom two were 
elected in the first instance.

It started slowly, with the Trade Union starting 
off by supporting 15  candidates. However, only 

two of those 15 were elected the first time round. 
However, the Taphill case in 1891 made strike acti-
on in Britain effectively impossible, after a dispute 
between railway workers and their employers left 
the workers legally owing 23,000 pounds sterling 
to their employers for loss of income. However, 
this case raised the profile of the idea of sponso-
ring MPs who represented the working classes, 
and in 1906 29 seats were won in parliament, and 
the Labour Party was formed, led by Keir Hardie.

In the 1910 elections 42 seats were won, following 
which The House of Lords decided that it would 
be illegal for Trade Unions to sponsor MPs in the 
form of campaigning or in the form of paying the-
ir wages. The Liberals won that election but then 
introduced wages for Members of Parliament and 
introduced the Trade  Dispute Act which included 
the right of Trade Unions to sponsor political ac-
tivities.

Following this the Labour Party were joined by 
many dissatisfied Liberal Democrats. Labour be-
came the second largest party at Westminster in 
1922 with 142 seats, Ramsey McDonald was elec-
ted as its leader, and in 1924 the party polled 109 
seats, but five years later in 1928 Labour elected 
an unprecedented 287 Members of Parliament.

This was the year of the Wall Street Crash and 
the Great Depression. In 1931 in another Gene-
ral Election Labour went down to 52 seats, and 
Ramsey Mcdonald and some of his ministers 
were expelled from the Party for trying to form 
a National Goverment. In 1995 the New Labour 
Party was formed and in 1997 Labour returned to 
power under Tony Blair.
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Trade Union influence was dramatically increased 
and now with commissions, national policy fo-
rums and partnership in power they are working 
in partnership with government, something that 
would not happen with any other political party 
in the UK. Despite Mr.Blair’s efforts to sideline the 
unions, there were ministers and a number of La-
bour MPs  who realized that without the support, 
the help and the finance of the Trade Unions they 
wouldn’t win their seats in Parliament. Labour is 

now in opposition, and the priority is to find a 
new leader and there is an election process going 
on to elect this new leader.

Labour’s Women’s, Race and Equality Committee 
has succeeded in playing a vital role of ensuring 
that from 2 men in 1890 and probably 287 men 
in 1829, they now have 257 seats in the UK Par-
liament of which 81 of those are held by women 
and 16 by black and ethnic minorities.
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There are 16  national Trade Unions who are affillia-
ted to the Labour Party, and between them they 
represent 3 million working people. Afilliation to 
the Labour Party is a formal process, and part of 
the membership fees of every single member of 
those Trade Unions goes to fund the Labour Party. 

The In#uence of Trade Unions in the Party 

As a part of being affiliated to the Party there are 
many ways that those Unions get to influence the 
Party from the local, regional and national level. 
Firstly, on a local level, individual branches of Tra-
de Unions can affiliate to the local Labour Party 
if their Union is nationally affiliated. In return for 
that they get representatives on the Executive of 
the local Party, and there are officers in each of the 
local Parties whose job is to to build and stren-
gthen the local Party and the Trade Unions in the 
local area, and they also get a say in deciding who 
is the Labour candidate in a given constituency. 
It means that without being an active Trade Uni-
onist it is hard to be selected to be a member of  
Parliament.

Regionally it is structured similarly. Trade Unions 
have seats on the regional executives of the Party 
and also again they have important roles in any 
regional selections in internal elections.

The Labour candidate who will stand in the elec-
tion for Mayor of London in two years is currently 
being chosen. This is a very important role and 

the Trade Unions have 50 percent of the ballots 
for that election. Nationally there are obviously 
many very formal links, and the Trade Unions are 
guaranteed seats on the Executive Committe of 
the Labour Party. There is also a very large Natio-
nal Commitee that helps to determine the policy 
of the Party.

Of the Union representatives who sit on the Exe-
cutive at least 50 percent of them have to be 
women and 50 percent who sit on the policy 
forum have to be female as well which is obvio-
usly very important. At the annual conference of 
the Labour Party the Trade Unions have about 
50 percent of the make-up of that conference, as 
delegates from the Trade Unions and from other 
affiliated organisations.

So when policy and the manifesto is decided, the 
Trade Union vote at that conference is absolutely 
crucial and there are enough people in that con-
ference to swing the vote. Ultimately, within the 
group of Members of Parliament in the National 
Parliament, the overwhelming majority of Labour 
Members of the Parliament are members of Trade 
Unions, and only one MP who isn’t a member of 
a Trade Union. It is compulsory in the Labour Par-
ty rules that a member of the Party who stands 
for election is obliged to be a member of a Trade 
Union as well. Within Parliament the Trade Unions 
organize very strongly and ensure Labour MPs 
properly represent union members’ interests. 
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The Strong Link between the Party and Trade 
Unions 

The Party and Unions are independent entities. 
The 16 different Unions do not have the same po-
licies and  the Labour Party is a separate entity but 
they come together very closely across the board. 
Theoretically it should be a very strong two way 
relationship and partnership. It’s beneficial for the 
Trade Unions because Unions have a direct way 
of getting their issues and their agenda on the 
table with the Labour Party, and it’s good for the 
Party because it means that there are 3 million 
Trade Union members whose voices are heard. If 
the Labour Party pursues a policy  agenda that 
is good for Unions and good for working people 
as it will mean it is more likely to win elections 
because those are the people who will cast their 
votes for Labour and help them to win.

The affilliation between the Unions and the Party 
is permanent, it takes place whether the party is 
in government or whether they have lost electi-
ons and are in opposition.

During the 1980s when the Conservative Party 
were in the government for  a long time, there 
was a very strong hard-left wing within the La-
bour Party, and there was concern this could re-
turn.

However, despite those difficulties, it’s arguable 
that during the 13 years of Labour government 
a more progressive, more left-wing and a more 
pro-worker policy platform was implemented by 
that government as a direct result of the Trade 
Unions being involved in the Labour Party. For 
100 years the Labour Party had campaigned for 
the minimum wage. That was implemented for 
the first time at the end of the 1990s. Protection is 
now in place for the agency workers in law which 

would not have been applicable, had the Unions 
not have lobbied the Party and the government 
for it. This includes the right to Trade Union re-
cognition, much better pension rights, as well as 
significantly better maternity and paternity leave 
packages.

Trade Unions and the Labour Party have a rela-
tionship that is not a guarantee that the Party in 
government will do everything that Unions want 
them to do, but it does ensure that the Party and 
the government listens to the Unions and treat 
them with respect and is prepared to engage 
with them in a meaningful way.

A body exists called TULO, which is an informal 
body made up of the presidents of the afilliated 
Trade Unions, 16  general secretaries, the leader of 
the Labour Party and the Deputy Leader of the La-
bour Party. An informal body that meets approxi-
mately every 3 months,  they ensure that despite 
whatever disagreements there are, the Party and 
the Unions can talk to each other, and can try to 
deal with problems without them spiralling out 
of the control. They also try to make sure that the 
16 Trade Unions put together a shared agenda.

This results in a policy of shared negotiations 
between Party and government and unions. An 
example of that from 2004 is illustrative. Before 
the last General Elections, the manifesto was be-
ing decided for the 2005 General Elections and 
all 16 Trade Unions sat down and put together 
the program that every single Union agreed with, 
from the largest unions with millions of members 
to the smallest with only 5,000. As a result of that 
shared agenda there were specific changes to the 
manifesto and to the government’s program that 
ended up with flexible working, extra paid leave 
and maternity leave. 
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What Do Trade Unions Do for the Party?

Trade Unions have a role in campaigning for the 
Labour Party. It involves Unions getting their 
issues on the agenda, and the Unions going out 
to their members and explaining that at an electi-
on it is necessary to vote Labour because Labour 
is the only Party that represents the working pe-
ople. Unions write letters individually to each of 
their members, make telephone calls to members 
locally to ask them to vote Labour, leaflet materi-
als in work places, and generally unions are widely 
involved in campaigning for Labour as well. 

Labour is now in opposition and a leadership 
election is ongoing at the moment to decide 

who the new leader of the Labour Party will be. 
The Trade Unions have a huge role in that. They 
have one third of the votes in that election and 
may well determine who that leader will be, and a 
very much more pro-Union policy agenda could 
be on the agenda because it is necessary to get 
Union votes to be elected. 

There is 100 years of shared history between the 
Party and the Unions. The Conservatives have 
been in government for six weeks and already 
there are reports about trying to break the link 
between the Unions and the Party which will da-
mage the Unions by stopping them influencing 
Labour, but will also damage the Party by drasti-
cally cutting off its funding. 
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The Left and Transition 

The transitional, post-socialist economy or the 
working classes as it used to be called in the so-
cialist political and economic thought and prac-
tice has significantly changed the position of the 
workers. 

The position of the workers has been completely 
changed in relation to their status before the co-
untries of the region entered the transitional pha-
se and underwent, in smaller or greater extent, a 
period of physical destruction, the undermining 
of the social structure, the destruction of material 
assets and killings of people as well as annihilati-
on of the social consensus. 

All left-wing parties transformed from the former 
League of Communists of Yugoslav Republics and 
have undergone through similar experiences. All 
of them were faced with great difficulties in defi-
ning their position in relation to the newly emer-
gent right-wing, nationalist, populist, pseudo-li-
beral movements and parties that were formed 
in the period of political transition but were at the 
same time trying to avoid falling into a trap of an 
unsustainable so-called Yugoslav pseudo-inte-
gration. Furthermore, individual defects from high 
positions or even of whole groups of the earlier 
self-ruling political and economic elite have si-
gnificantly affected the definition of the new 
right-wing policies and their taking up the acco-
untability for the previous period even for the de-
cisions that they have made themselves. Thus, the 
leftists that have not endorsed the new discourse 
of animosity and exclusion were left to face the 

consequences. However, the Serbian Socialist 
Party took up a special and exceptional position. 
By using all government leverages, the Party had 
managed to maintain the illusion among the ci-
tizens of being a real left-wing party but at the 
same time it had managed to intake and control 
the vital elements of the political right and centre. 

In his statement, Pudaric explains how, at the very 
start of the parliamentary democracy, the mem-
bers of the SDP BiH had to have an internal, se-
lf-identification process according to our ideolo-
gical nature and at the same time to respond to 
the publicly imposed issues of responsibility for 
everything that was done or was missed in the 
last fifty years. 

Today, when we look back we can clearly see that 
the agenda included only those issues that had 
created an illusion of a relentless fight for human 
rights which had enabled the newly established 
political elites to maintain and redistribute the 
acquired social assets and to completely change 
the relation between work and capital in the inte-
rest of the capital. 

He points out the problems we have, clearly, had 
to ideologically define ourselves, awakening after 
several decades. At the start of the 90’s, at the Con-
gress of Unification of the Socialist Labour Party 
of Yugoslavia in Vukovar, the Social Democratic 
Party of Bosnia and Herzegovina came for the first 
time into the position to act as an independent 
political subject outside the structure known as 
the Communist Party of Yugoslavia or the League 
of Communists of Yugoslavia. 
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We not only had to position ourselves in relation 
to other parties but we also had to resolve inter-
nal issues and establish what makes our present 
and what grounds our future on the basis of our 
hundred-year-old heritage. And this heritage is 
disparate including the one that relates to the 
Social Democratic Parties in BiH from 1908 to 
1918 and the one related to the Socialist Labour 
Party of Yugoslavia (Communists) or the Commu-
nist Party of Yugoslavia from 1918 to 1941. This 
includes the experiences of the group of Social 
Democrats that have not joined the Communist 
party of Yugoslavia in order to join the political 
elite gathered around the king’s palace in London 
or Draža Mihajlovic and the King’ Army in the Ho-
meland. Based on these brief notes, Pudaric cle-
arly shows this great ideological challenge within 
the party itself.

Trade Unions and Transition 

At the same time, the Trade Union was also forced 
to seek internal solutions. The Trade Union was 
accused by the aforementioned elites of acting 
as the extended arm of the League of Communi-
sts, of serving as the reservoir of eligible appoin-
tees for various social functions and allegedly its 
greatest sin was that it had failed to protect the 
workers’ rights but had served to appease the 
workers’ discontent. Whilst, the new government 
had exerted pressure in order to carry out the 
transition of the social and economic system with 
as little publicly expressed discontent and had re-
futed the threshold of sensitivity to the level of 
plundering that was in progress. The Trade Union 
also had to respond to the challenges deployed 
by the members and the leaders of the trade uni-
on branches. Both the left-wing parties and the 
trade unions had entered a period of internal and 
external transition at the beginning of the 90’s 

and we had fought in parallel for our own preser-
vation and for our position in the social dialogue: 
the parties on the political scene, the trade unions 
in the social dialogue with the government and 
the employers.

Unfortunately, we had both wandered around 
in our long-lasting battle. “I can say that SDP BiH 
had been led for a long time by the Trade Union’s 
stance that there is no ideological rapport with 
any of the parties but that the Trade Union has 
to search from the equidistance for new partners 
from the whole spectrum of parties on the poli-
tical scene for every concrete proposal and solu-
tion.” Pudaric states that the reaction might have 
suited the given period but this was certainly a 
sectarian reaction and this cannot be a perma-
nent policy. Such a Trade Union is not the Party’s 
partner and if it does not see itself as the ideolo-
gical supporter of the left-wing parties it cannot 
recognize properly the interests of the workers 
and SDP BiH is in fact the only political represen-
tative of the union workers’ interests. We carry all 
the burden and we will hold talks with the Trade 
Union in the manner that it wishes, from occasion 
to occasion as two parties at official negotiations. 
SDP BiH proposes legal solutions and advocates 
for specific solutions adopted by the party enti-
ties and solely through parliamentary groups in 
representative bodies of the legislative authority. 
Such a disturbed relationship had been ongo-
ing and such an abnormal state had enabled the 
right-wing parties to amend the social and eco-
nomic relations in the country at the expense of 
labour and the workers. 

We had been mislead by the fairy tales on the 
end of history, the post-ideological society where 
the ideologies had died and that minor disputes 
can be resolved as details of an already finished 
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picture, explains Pudarić. The second lie that has 
marked the previous period is that globalization 
is an almost natural process which the man has 
just initiated. Such a process has its internal rules 
and internal laws which make it unstoppable and 
uncontrollable regardless of the efforts put in by 
political or social forces. Any attempt to articulate 
a response will be crushed by a strong wave of 
global upsurge. The European political left also 
did not have a complete response to globalizati-
on. The most meaningful response of the Europe-
an political left was the “third road” which in fact 
represents a partial capitulation in front of new 
liberalism. In making changes to our program, we 
in SDP BiH, have also adopted solutions stemming 
from the thesis of the German concept of “Neue 
Mitte” and the British “New Labour” manifesto. 

Pudaric raises the question: With time, we have 
become ready to drift away from the leftist po-
sitions and practically to start moving towards 
the centre. However, from 2006, we have gathe-
red strength to inverse our stance and to return 
home; to return to the political left. How far left 
we will go depends on the situation in the coun-
try. In our return to the political left, we as an or-
ganization have recognized in whole the primary 
purpose of the social-democratic parties- the so-
cial democrats – to communicate with all related 
social forces and organizations. 

Common Roots and Values of Trade Unions 
and Social Democracy

The Trade union movement is the birth place of 
social democracy. There is no place beyond it. And, 
as already stated, the values that we share are mu-
tual. That unquestionable division of the same va-
lues is the starting point which is in quality terms 
different from all the joint issues and common 

grounds that the Trade Unions might share with 
the liberals, the Social-Liberals and even with the 
liberal right-wing parties. Pudaric points out that 
we in SDP BIH will never forget this. We would like 
the Trade Union to recognize in the same way 
our mutual heritage as that would then be a sure 
pledge of a successful cooperation both for now 
and the future. 

Looking back on today’s problems, Pudaric points 
out that we have no right to be just the opposi-
tion to the government. The SDP has the respon-
sibility to oppose to the conditions in the soci-
ety even at times when it is in the government. 
“We are destined to be the opposition even if 
have absolute power because SDP BiH does not 
support the idea and does not fight for absolute 
power to preserve the current state in the society. 
This is what we expect the Trade Unions to under-
stand in our future talks.” Such a relation towards 
our own social accountability should be the attri-
bute of all the left-wing parties in the region. The 
conditions that were created after the process of 
“wild” capitalization, or the turbulent transition 
into capitalism has created such deep ruptures in 
the social structure, has established inequalities 
unheard of before and has excluded whole levels 
of society, and if we are true social democrats we 
have to be the fiercest opposition even once we 
join the government. This is especially the time 
when we have to oppose fiercely, because if we 
had been awarded with the people’s trust and we 
begin exercising our authority, we will face the 
consequences of the transitional process, the im-
plementation of nationalistic policies, the exclusi-
on of groups of people from decision-making and 
participation which includes decision-making by 
the workers and the workers’ participation at the-
ir work place. The spectrum of exclusion is extre-
mely wide. The exclusion on ethnic or nationalist 



grounds is personal and painful but it represents 
only one segment of diverse forms of exclusion 
that this government is exercising on its people, 
concludes Pudarić. 

We as a Social Democratic Party have the respon-
sibility to start eliminating such exclusions which 
means we have to enable the people to be invol-
ved in the decision-making processes that relate 
to their personal fates. We thus need a continuo-
us, good-quality and genuine dialogue with se-
veral important social powers; important both in 
their number and their real influence. We can all 
only benefit from this form of dialogue. We will be 
able to gain new experience and new knowledge 
but also to build the ever necessary mutual trust. 
Some of the organizations that I can think of now 
which should be included in the dialogue are the 
academic community and the NGO sector. 

For SDP BiH, the Trade Unions are still the primary 
force where SDP BiH should look for an ally in 
launching a social reform due to their strength, 
number and responsibility that they carry with 
them. We have long analyzed the means of esta-
blishing the best possible connection between 
SDP and the Trade Unions. I would like to thank 
Besima and some other people who are sitting 
here today for proposing this model of organizing 
a special SDP Forum of Trade Union Activists. Only 
when we started with its development, we reali-
sed what we did not have all these years and how 
much we had missed. By fighting on other fronts, 
all these years we have failed to see the obvious 
fact and that is that we have a lot of members, 
members on leading positions at the local level 
who are not only members of Trade Unions in 
their companies but also members of the trade 
union leadership. We have people, a network of 
people, an organized group of people who have a 
defined ideology but which at the same time are 

also established in SDP BiH through their activiti-
es in the Trade Union. And when we realized that 
we have thousands, literally thousands of people 
who are at the same time members of the Trade 
Union and SDP, the solution offered through the 
Form of Trade Union Activists was imposed by 
itself. Additionally, there was an opportunity to 
include all trade union members into the work of 
the Forum without imposing the need to be re-
gistered in the party membership so that we can 
put in joint forces to fight for the workers’ rights. 
The Forum is the place where the Party can achie-
ve better understanding for the transitional loses 
and to reduce the lack of trust which we had fai-
led to do in the last 10 or so years. 

Pudaric answers to the questions by the Trade 
Unions on whether a parallel Trade Union is being 
built, and to the questions posed within the Par-
ty on why we are interfering into the work of the 
Trade Union in such manner (as it is much safer to 
keep the distance)?: “The answer is neither simple 
nor unambiguous. When I was asked by the In-
ternational Labour Organization on SDP BiH pur-
pose behind this Forum, I replied that we do not 
have the intention to build a parallel Trade Union 
because one Trade Union organization already 
exists. However, if the Trade Union opts through 
its operational activities to represent the interests 
of the employers or the interests of the company 
owners, then we cannot guarantee that the Fo-
rum, should it fail to exert pressure and change 
the current course of events, will not be forced 
to become a trade union of workers as a respon-
se to the trade union of employers. Our aim was 
and still is to enable the workers to articulate the-
ir own trade union requests through the Trade 
Union or the Forum of Trade Union Activists or 
directly through SDP party bodies and to transfu-
se them into political requests expressed through 
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new legislation and bylaws which will protect the 
workers and their working rights. We deem that 
we have found the optimum model of coope-
ration between politics and the trade unions in 
our country. There is an additional argument that 
goes in favour of this statement. Our political divi-
sions are not a product of different political inte-
rests in the way that they are differentiated in the 
parliamentary democracies throughout Europe. 
We not only have a political spectrum of different 
ideological affiliations but we also have the divisi-
on of the political spectrum upon the ethnic lines 
where we have an additional issue of controversy 
that some other countries might also be faced 
with. We have the problem that the so-called na-
tionalist political elites represent themselves as 
someone that can protect everyone within their 
scope of capacities, all the spectrum of interests 
that exist within one society defined as a single 
ethnic society. That reminds me of the pluralism 
of socialist issues that were protected by the Lea-
gue of Communists of Yugoslavia.”

Dialog and Cooperation 

Pudaric also points out the importance of the 
dialogue, which we all need. “We expect that as 
a governing party we will be bound to intensify 
the dialogue with the trade unions. We are serious 

in our intent to activate the existing legal instru-
ments which are in use today starting from the 
Labour Law to the Economic-Social Councils and 
we would like to oblige the Trade Union to be a 
partner in the tripartite dialogue.”

Dissociating himself from the situation in the co-
untries which are participants of the Conference, 
Pudaric acknowledges the serious problem with 
the employers managing the state capital, i.e. 
the state-owned companies that continue to be 
everyone’s and no one’s property, that fail to take 
on any responsibility for the fate of the company 
and its workers. There is a special problem in the 
relation of the employer in the companies that 
have emerged as a result of the ownership tran-
sition or in the companies that were established 
exclusively on the grounds of private or corpora-
tive capital. The trade unions are the weakest in 
such companies. There is an implied consensus 
among all parties including SDP BiH, that the 
issue of trade union organization in such compa-
nies, of which some employ several thousand pe-
ople, should not be put on the agenda. “We would 
like to be a partner in this segment as well but the 
Trade Unions also needs to understand that they 
are the ones who need to enter into such compa-
nies and that no party can do that.”



56

Dušan Semolič,  
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of Free Trade Unions of Slovenia 

Political-trade Union Dialog  
for More E$ective Protection of Workers
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President Semolic pointed out that it is easy to 
win elections, but that the true victory lies in kee-
ping the trust of the voters, which is a real chall-
enge and an indicator that everything which has 
been promised has also been carried out, which 
represents large capital for a party. 

By sharing his experiences with those present at 
the workshop, the President said that the worst 
period for trade unions are the first two years 
following a win in the elections. The reason for 
that lies in the fact that many politicians behave 
like supermen after gaining power and the trust 
of voters, believing they possess all the knowled-
ge and the answers to all the challenges. After 
that period, the situation calms down, he said, be-
cause then they realize that keeping a dialogue 
with the trade unions is valuable.

A Successful Dialog and Cooperation between 
Trade Unions and Social Democrats 

He pointed out that the dialogue between trade 
unions and the social democratic government 
has delivered good results, such as the honest 
attempts of the Social Democratic Party and its 
effort on adopting a Law on Obligatory Participa-
tion of Workers in the Division of Profit. Although 
the adoption of this Law was not successful, Se-
molic respects the effort of the social democratic 
representatives and says that social democrats 
really wanted something like that to be policy in 
Slovenia, which would be an enormous and be-
neficial justice for workers who also contribute to 
the profit made, as the employers do not make 
the profit on their own. 

The next good common thing of trade unions 
and the Government, as pointed out by Presi-
dent Semolic, is the subsidisation of work when 
working hours get shorter, so that the workers 
will not then be paid lower wages as a result. A 
good move of the social democratic Government 
was also the introduction of a minimum wage of 
23%. Because, during a crisis, a government usu-
ally always thinks that it has to make cuts because 
of the crisis. All the reforms are burdened by the 
desire to make some cuts. Semolic proudly points 
out that in this they managed to show politicians 
that a crisis is a chance for achieving something 
for the workers, which was hard to believe at first, 
but in the end the Government proved reasona-
ble, and this is the only law everyone in the State 
Parliament, both the opposition and the position, 
voted FOR, and no one against. That is a good me-
ssage, stating that keeping dialogue with trade 
unions is good, because in the end it is good for 
policies too, not only for the trade unions.

However, there are often differences and conflicts 
between trade unions and social democrats, ari-
sing when the Government gives the signal as if 
going left, but then goes right. 

Disobedience towards the International Fi-
nancial Institutions 

Although he believes that Slovenia is not an ideal 
country, President Semolic thinks that some thin-
gs were successfully defended and kept. There 
were two dominant reasons for that. The first rea-
son was that they often did not listen to what the 
OECD, IMF, and the World Bank, suggested. That 
was to Slovenia’s advantage. 
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President Semolic drew attention to 1996, when 
Friedman’s model for full privatisation of the pen-
sion system was popular. At first, the Government 
of Slovenia accepted it, and had there not been 
large demonstrations in Ljubljana, Slovenia would 
now have had some other system. There are still 
some problems remaining, but these problems 
are on a level which is different than the level they 
would have been on, had there been a full priva-
tisation of the pension system. Also, Slovenia is 
under pressure when it comes to its competitive-
ness. Politicians constantly repeat that the labour 
market has to be made more flexible, in order for 
Slovenia to be as competitive as possible. That is 
often an alibi for doing whatever one wants, says 
President Semolic. Information stating that the 
competitiveness of the Slovenian economy has 
decreased, and that it is currently holds place 130, 
has recently been published. Now, he says, there is 
panic among politicians. But they do not say that 
a country like Sweden is place at 120, and that 
Singapore is number one. Furthermore, when one 
analyses how these results are gained, that reve-
als a completely different picture. 

For example, in these analyses it is estimated 
whether women in Slovenia have the right, 
opportunity, and obligation to work during any 
part of the day. Since mothers with children are 
forbidden to work at night, the competitiveness of 
Slovenia is decreasing. This is how information on 
competitiveness is manipulated and how pressu-
re is applied onto the trade unions accusing them 
of not understanding the reality and the modern 
times we live in today. Semolic brings forward 
another relevant example. Slovenia became a 
member of the OECD, which is not a meaningless 
thing, but the membership fee for that organiza-
tion is 2.4 million Euros. Semolic points out that 
Slovenia will surely get some good suggestions 

and analyses, and that the rating of Slovenia will 
grow to some degree, but he points out that the-
re are also many neoliberal recommendations co-
ming from the OECD, and that this organization 
ignores the social development of the state. You 
can get neoliberal messages and recommenda-
tions for free, says Semolic, without much trouble 
by just inviting neoliberal economists to TV, and 
they will tell you their theses on how to fix this 
unfortunate economy in a neoliberal manner, for 
free. At this point, Slovenia is paying 2.4 million 
Euros for that orientation. It is a fact that someti-
mes it is not recommendable to listen to everyt-
hing that is dictated from outside the country in 
the name of development, because regardless of 
how life is in Slovenia, we know more and better 
than the gentlemen from Washington or Brussels, 
pointed out Semolic. 

 Social Dialog Defends a Social State 

Another significant reason for a successful de-
fence of a social welfare state is social dialogue. 
An Economic and Social Council exists in Slove-
nia from 1994. This Council has never disagreed 
about anything, points out Semolic, and it functi-
ons without a law, only based on the principle of a 
partner agreement that they will sit together, talk 
and make agreements. All the governments so far, 
be it right wing or left wing, smart or less smart, 
were open for an agreement. There were quarrels, 
but there were also agreements, points out Semo-
lic. There was never an outvoting in the Council, 
which is why we it might have taken us one, two 
months, or half a year longer, but it was worth it, 
because nervousness and hurrying are no good.
On some projects, like the meeting of conditions 
for the accession to the European Union, social 
partners worked together. The accession to mo-
netary union was not that simple, and the biggest 
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problem was the problem of the wage policy, but 
an agreement was made. Other areas were also 
agreed upon between social partners, such as the 
social policy, pension system, Labour Law, and so 
forth. No government in Slovenia has yet tried to 
change the Labour Law, primarily because it is a 
product of a consensus between social partners. 
The preconditions for achieving a consensus are 
strong social partners, i.e. strong trade unions, 
strong employers, and a strong government. Why 
is that, asked Semolic? Social dialogue represents 
a consensus, and it is the privilege of the strong, 
because those who are not strong do not tend to 
make consensuses. According to Semolic, that is 
large capital for Slovenia which is not used in the 
way it could be used, namely as a large compara-
tive advantage of Slovenian society.

Continuing his statement, Semolic pointed out 
that, according to his beliefs, Slovenia has no vi-
sion of development. The Government reacts in 
panic, stating that the deficit must be lowered 
immediately, which is a burden for the relations 
between the trade union and the Government. 
Semolic believes that the important thing, when 
discussions on specific political issues and pro-
blems begin, is that the cause of the crisis should 
not be forgotten. The cause of the crisis are not 
labour rights, and not the Labour Law, but some 
other values and goals which dominated, and still 
dominate, in society, namely that everything is 
subdued to capital, profit, competitiveness, and 
high economic growth, and all these thing do not 
necessarily mean a better life for workers. That 
is a possible mistake, thinks Semolic. Changes, 
competitiveness, economic growth, etc. are the 
means, but not the goal, and we should fight for 
more solidarity and more social rights in society, 
we should strengthen public healthcare, public 
education, ensure a safe old age for pensioners, 

ensure employment for an indefinite period for 
young people, strengthen social responsibility 
and competitiveness which would be based on 
diminishing labour rights only. 

Competitiveness is to be encouraged, he said, 
but with new technologies, innovations, real bu-
siness decisions. Companies do not fail in Slove-
nia because of labour rights, but due to the bad 
performance of the employer. Many laws are 
extremely damaging and the Government and 
those working in Parliament are responsible for 
that, and that is the true battle for competitive-
ness, says President Semolic. When the initiative 
for raising the minimum wage by 23% was set in 
motion, employers said immediately, that some 
40,000 – 70,000 people would lose their jobs 
because of that. Now, in real terms, the number 
of unemployed people is declining in Slovenia. 
Therefore, says Semolic, if the politicians trust em-
ployers immediately, conflict arises. For neoliberal 
politicians, the beginning of the crisis was a chan-
ce for some changes, because crisis is a period in 
time when people are afraid, and, according to 
the vision of the politicians, it is an opportunity 
to proceed with reforms which people would ne-
ver accept otherwise. That was the political me-
ssage from the beginning of the crisis, meaning 
that trade unions have to be careful of all initia-
tives when it comes to reforms. Semolic believes 
that it is important to know that the burden from 
the consequences of a crisis must not be, and do 
not have to be, carried by the workers, speaking 
thereby of major consequences, because the cri-
sis is not their fault. In reality things are not like 
that. There is much more tolerance for the capi-
tal than for the workers. When the crisis began in 
Slovenia, the institutions immediately allocated 
billions of Euros and placed them into this sec-
tor. This represents pressure made through public 
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finances onto social rights. The subject matter of 
the conflict was actually a battle for the redistri-
bution of wealth in Slovenia. It is not simple, and 
not academic, because the share of profits rose 
for years in the gross domestic product of Slove-
nia to a greater extent than wages. That had to be 
stopped. Banks remained, to put it harshly, in the 
time of socialism, and the workers were pushed 
into brutal capitalism. This can be proven, since 
for banks the state always intervenes in the sense 
of state socialism. However, when talking about 
companies they say they are too big to help 
them. The idea of the trade union is that if help 
was provided to banks, these banks, institutions, 
and the whole sector should become a service 
for the real sector, and not the other way around. 
This would be achieved by introducing taxes to 
financial transactions known as Robin Hood. For 
workers, it is always the question of who and why 
to take from. Radical changes always harm the 
worker. Balancing public finances is a significant 
issue, but the dynamics are also very significant. In 
Slovenia, the Government goes too fast, and it is 
reducing certain social rights which are financed 
from the budget. This problem was also present 
at the G-20 in Canada, as a significant problem of 
greater dimensions.

The idea is to immediately change the Labour 
Law, and it has already been stated that no Go-
vernment has made changes without the con-
sent of the trade unions. It is a significant me-
ssage of the work performed on this issue so far. 
The response to the problems of the 21st century 
should not be the shortening, or lowering, of the 
notice period, especially for those persons who 
have been working for the employer for 25 years, 
or the cutting of allowances. This will not save one 
single company, and no work place will be ope-
ned through such actions, but this will only result 
in a larger profit for the employer and a situation 
in which employers will put workers on the street 
more easily. Allowances have two functions. Not 

only do they provide money for the worker to 
survive a month or two after being laid off, but 
the relatively high allowances put off employers 
from laying off workers too fast, due to costs. This 
is the function of allowances anywhere in Europe, 
because when work is not valued at the market, 
it must be additionally protected. It is not a good 
thing for the Government to intervene in times of 
crisis by diminishing rights from the Labour Law, 
at a moment when the Law must protect those 
who are poorest. That is not a good message to 
the public. The voice of capital is too strong in 
government. If the Government were to be strict 
concerning rigidity, the most rigid market is not 
the labour market, because in the labour market 
there are 70% of young workers, employed for a 
defined period. Some 100,000 workers without 
a job confirm that workers are not protected in 
Slovenia at all. The manager market is a rigid mar-
ket, since they are able to receive 24 wages as 
allowance during one year. 

There were demonstrations in Slovenia, recently. 
Although he condemns violence, Semolic be-
lieves that the damage caused by the young 
demonstrators, in the amount of 27,000 Euro, is 
nothing compared to the damage caused by the 
politicians through bad legislation, and the dimi-
nishing of rights of workers, and that kind of da-
mage cannot be fixed in two or three days. At a 
global level, these are problems which demand 
the transformation of the model of capitalism 
from a model based on financial capitalism, casi-
no capitalism, which encourages social differen-
ces, into a model of capitalism with a look that is 
more social and humane, with more social rights, 
more care about workers, and this is the reason 
why all the trade unions of Europe will organize 
demonstrations involving all of Europe, in Bru-
ssels, on 29th September. These global problems 
must truly be resolved, primarily, by politicians. No 
labour right has been given for free, no right lasts 
forever, and rights need to be fought for. 
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PART THREE

Summary and Conclusions 
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The plenary discussion at the regional meeting 
entitled ‘Social Democrats and the Trade Unions 
– from Partnership to Justice to Workers’ was di-
vided into three parts and four sessions. In the 
first part, it was discussed how the global eco-
nomic crisis is leaving its toll on the position of 
workers in the region.  In the second part, the 
discussion focused on building a state of social 
welfare and the position of workers in this state. 
In the third part, in the third and fourth session, 
talks concerned the partnership between the So-
cial Democrat parties and trade unions in order 
to protect, enforce and promote the rights of the 
workers and unions more effectively. 

Different opinions were expressed during the 
plenary discussion and the whole discussion was 
intensive. Moreover, the discussion demonstra-
ted that there is a need to exchange experiences, 
ideas and knowledge and that great support was 
expressed for the notion of continuing with these 
meetings and contacts in the future. 

In line with the stated lead-in presentations and 
the discussion, the attendees of the Regional 
Workshop have adopted the following conclusi-
ons that will be used as guidelines in forthcoming 
political and union activities:  

1.  The workers’ and trade union rights have 
been marginalized, the workers have beco-
me impoverished and the workers have ta-
ken on the heaviest burden in the process 
of transition, globalization and democrati-
zation. 

2.  The Social Democrats and the trade unions 
express their discontent with such a situa-
tion and they wish to amend it for the be-
nefit of the workers whose problems have 
to be a priority and a focus of attention in 
all future activities. 

3.  Parties and trade unions have to be more 
courageous and more open in their po-
litical aims and their implementation re-
garding the issues and positions of the 
workers, and that it is important to stop 
the “brutalization of the working life” and 
“plundering of the neo-liberal policies.” 
There must be a clear difference between 
the party and trade union policies which 
reside on traditional social-democratic va-
lues and other policies such as neo-liberal, 
nationalist and conservative. 

4.  The state of social welfare requires econo-
mic development but such development 
must be grounded on the interests of the 
ordinary person and not on the interests of 
wealthy individuals. Thus, the development 
should take place together with workers. 

5.  Building a social state – a welfare state – is 
in the interest of the workers and the trade 
unions and this same interest is shared by 
the Social Democrats. Thus, development 
of partnership, dialogue, cooperation and 
negotiation rather than outvoting is an im-
perative for both the Social Democrats and 
the trade unions. 
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6.  There is no state of social welfare without workers enjoying a decent standard of living, without 
tough labour legislation, strong mechanisms of protecting workers’ rights, high level of trade 
union organisation and strong trade unions.

7.  The Social Democrats and the trade unions will develop social dialogue through genuine nego-
tiations and respect until an agreement is reached that will bring better solutions and affect the 
improvement of the workers’ position.

8.  Social dialogue needs to be the forum where actual negotiations take place and where all the 
specificities of the positions and possibilities of social partners are taken into consideration. 

9.  The Social Democratic governments as well as the Social Democratic parties in opposition will 
work together with the trade unions to establish priorities in their action plan, and to draw up a 
government program in order to facilitate its implementation. 

10.  Full engagement of the Social Democrats and the trade unions as well as their joint preparation 
for the upcoming challenges and difficulties is essential. 

11.  Building mutual trust is essential and this can be achieved through honouring and respecting 
agreements. It is important in this sense to build mechanisms of negotiation together with rele-
vant methods and content. The communication will thus be facilitated and success will be gua-
ranteed. 

12.  In the upcoming period, work on the establishment of a Regional network/forum between Social 
Democrats and the trade unions in order to ensure continuous dialogue and exchange of expe-
riences will be carried out. 

13.  Finally, the general conclusion is that regional talks and exchange of experiences are very good. 
This practice should be continued and regional dialogue should be established on a regular basis 
which will help deal with the challenges that realistically stand ahead. 
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