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Let’s act now! Let’s strengthen cohesion, solidarity and shared
decision-making in Europe and within the tri-border region!
For twenty years, the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse (IRTUC) has been
making efforts to develop the border region of the European Union in the spirit of
solidarity. It puts into practice the idea of social cohesion and evening out differences
between the neighbouring countries and regions. Ever since it was founded in 1993,
the IRTUC has played the role of a social conscience itself and helped the border region
grow together.
The social cohesion in Europe has been threatened by the financial and economic
crisis as well as one-sided austerity policies of the EU Member States and absence of
cooperation between Member States in the face of the refugee crisis.
As a result, the living and economic conditions have deteriorated in many countries.
Cuts on investments, education, social security, wages and salaries, particularly in
the Southern countries, deprive people of their confidence with regard to the future.
The high youth unemployment rates are particularly alarming. Precarious employment
spreading in almost all EU Member States of the European Union is yet another factor
which makes people feel insecure.
In recent months, Europe has been experiencing a massive increase in numbers of
people crossing our borders to seek protection from war and destruction at their own
countries. Many of these asylum-seekers risk their lives in search of a peaceful and
respectful environment to live in.
Delegates of the ETUC congress held on 20 September 2015 in Paris have firmly
condemned all measures which pose a threat to the human dignity, human rights or
the physical integrity of these people. The ETUC supports the fundamental European
values of respect for human life and dignity and opposes populist or xenophobic
attitudes. These values must be translated into action. To this end, a genuine
cooperation between EU Member States in overcoming these challenges is essential.
All people have the right to safety, economic security, religious and political freedom
and access to quality health services and quality education within a society which
protects these freedoms. The EU and its Member States should restore adequate levels
of quality public services for all. Priority should be given to services that safeguard
social cohesion, like employment or housing.
With its 60 million members, the trade union movement in Europe remains a bulwark
against all forms of intolerance and will continue to press for the humanitarian
responses to a humanitarian crisis.
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The Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse is a part of the European Trade
Union Confederation. It is bound by the principle of equality and continues to combat
any forms of discrimination based on ethnic origin, gender, creed, etc. in border
regions. Integration in education and on the labour market must be underpinned by
these principles. The inviolable principle ‘equal pay for equal work at the same location’
must be put in place and be applicable to all.
To this end, the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse will support integration
of refugees and migrants from third countries, including Africa, Near and Middle East,
Ukraine, Vietnam, etc.
Trade unions in Europe and the tri-border area are advocating an investment
programme to ensure sustainable employment and overcome social divisions in
Europe. This requires the European Union to commit to social progress. By doing so,
the European Union could become a driving force for social justice in Europe.
However, the European Union and its Member States have become even more focused
on the credo of economic liberalism. Commonplace measures include:
-

increase in the retirement age and decrease in pensions;
making the labour market more flexible and undermining protection against dismissal;
limiting the rights of workers and trade unions;
capitalising social security systems;
privatising public goods and services.

The European Union has to offset compromising social security, the fundamental
social rights and the rights of trade unions. Otherwise, the EU Member States will
end up competing to undercut each other when it comes to social and employment
protection. In the worst-case scenario, the national and extreme right-wing views could
become popular in Europe and in the border region. We will continue our determined
international efforts to combat this.
Trade unions stand for economic, social and territorial cohesion. We want to apply the
principle of solidarity as a counterbalance to the increasing competition. Our goal is to
ensure good working, learning and living conditions as well as fair mobility and a high
level of social security in all European regions. This is also what our objectives and
action areas relate to with regard to economy, labour market and social policies.
The Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse cooperates for a social Europe with
the national trade union federations and their local structures as well as the European
Trade Union Confederation.
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Actions taken by the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse
-

improving cooperation with the European Trade Union Confederation;
reinforcing ETUC campaigns that promote safeguarding of human rights, the right
of workers and trade unions;
intensifying our cooperation with the European Parliament;
strengthening the position of the Interregional Trade Union Councils in relations
with the European Commission;
combating discrimination on the grounds of ethnic origin, gender, creed, etc.
taking joint actions to combat intolerance and extremism.

Structural policies
In the Lisbon Treaty, the European Union and its Member States commit to a policy
of promoting economic, social and territorial cohesion. The European structural
policies aim at developing the union as a whole by reducing development gaps across
regions.
Over the last years, the financial and economic crisis has once more widened the gaps
between regions. The Europe 2020 Strategy should support smart, sustainable and
inclusive growth. By 2020, advancements should be made in the following areas:
-

rising the employment rate;
increasing the share of expenditure spent on research and innovation;
climate change and energy (greenhouse gases emissions, renewable energy,
energy efficiency);
education (reducing the number of early-school leavers, increasing the number
of university graduates);
combating poverty and social exclusion.

The European Structural Funds will focus on these goals in the 2014-2020 financial
period. A clear need for immediate action in these areas arises in the tri-border region
Saxony-North-Bohemia-Lower Silesia. Shortcomings can be seen in particular in the
unemployment rates, the ability of enterprises to innovate and their R&D capacities,
training and qualification as well as combating poverty and social exclusion.
For a couple of years, the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse has been
calling for comprehensive regional development strategies to foster the tri-border
region as an economic area to work in. In this respect, we would like to voice our
support for a close link between economic and labour market policies. We see it as our
duty to apply and enforce the current working and social standards.
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Public tendering must be leveraged as a political guiding measure to combat social,
environmental and labour dumping. The procurement laws should include clauses on
compliance with collective agreements, minimum wage requirements and the ILO
standards. To this end, we should fully capitalise on opportunities created by the EU
Public Procurement Directive.
In Article 18, item 2 of the directive, the European legislator commits Member States
to undertake measures in order to ensure that respective national obligations regarding
the environmental law, social law and labour law are observed across all stages of the
public procurement process.
This commitment clearly strengthens social criteria within the public tendering process
and champions a paradigm shift on the European level. We urge the EU Member States
and German federal states to embrace opportunities for protection of workers within
the national and federal laws in a comprehensive and binding manner.
Further digitisation of manufacturing and the labour market will remain a major trend
in the years to come. Working conditions and required qualifications will be radically
changed. Trade unions are convinced that their mission entails shaping Labour 4.0 in
order to meet the expectations of workers.
It is necessary to work our interregional structural policy-related strategies for
sustainable and future-oriented growth in the region.
A modern interregional structural policy requires the tri-border region to design
comprehensive regional development strategies which cover, among other things, the
development of economic sectors, the labour and education market, demographics and
aspects of social area planning. Social partners’ organisations have to be involved.
To involve social partners, we are calling for the establishment of an Economic and
Social Committee with representatives of governments, trade unions, and employers.
It would analyse cross-border challenges and development prospects, set specific
goals, evaluate the results and adjust strategies. With its cross-border actions involving
social partners, the tri-border region Saxony-North Bohemia-Lower Silesia can
assume a pioneering role in Europe by contributing to achieving tangible results in the
implementation of the Europe 2020 Strategy.
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The Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse is convinced that there is only one
direction that may be followed by those who embrace fundamental European values.
In times overshadowed by re-nationalisation, separation and introduction of border
controls, trade unions are committed to a free and open Europe. The right to free
movement is an invaluable asset as shutting down borders would take the biggest toll
on workers. Border regions would be once more shunned aside as peripheries of their
countries; value chains would be interrupted, while the mobility of workers, educational
and cultural exchange would encounter major stumbling blocks. In other words, border
regions would become deprived of their all-important role in the field process of
growing the European Union into one.
Actions taken by the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse include:
-

fostering social dialogue in the border region;
strengthening regional policy approaches in budgetary debates in both the EU and
its Member States;
active participation in shaping the EU Structural Funds;
exchanging knowledge and developing initiatives relevant to public procurement
laws;
monitoring the process of granting subsidies with regard to respecting the rights
of workers and trade unions (Decent Work agenda, safeguarding collective agreements, special economic zones, etc.).

Liberalisation of public services
The austerity policy of the European Union has further deteriorated the financial situation
in the sector of general interest services. Efforts to stimulate the liberalisation of public
services are continued. Organisations providing general interest services at the national
and local level have been gradually excluded from the public sector. Areas such as post
and telecommunication, transport, utilities, healthcare and security have been affected.
This impacts not only the quality, accessibility and prices of the services but also the
working conditions and possibilities of joint management at company level.
Privatisation of public services is imposed on the crisis-hit countries as a prerequisite
for obtaining financial aid though its negative impact has already become evident in
other countries, for example in the area of water supply. The negative experience
related to privatisation should make us rethink its utility.
For social and economic reasons, we, the trade unions, see public services as
indispensible and essential for the cohesion of regions in Europe. Public services have
to maintain excellent quality as well as be accessible and affordable for all.

6
Actions taken by the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse:
-

supporting the Europe-wide activities carried out by the European Trade Union
Confederation;
mutual exchange of information on financial reforms as well as social and tax policies in all three countries;
sector dialogue on the privatisation of public services (in hospitals, for example).

Employment policy
In recent years, the unemployment rate in the European Union has been increasing
rapidly, in particular in the South. High youth unemployment in such countries like
Spain, Greece, or Portugal is unacceptable.
Countries with a relatively low unemployment rate like Germany are often shown
as examples to follow while the high level of employment precariousness in these
countries is disregarded. In Germany, Poland and the Czech Republic, the number of
insecure and low-paid jobs is increasing. Temporary agency work, contracts to perform
a specific task, mini-jobs, false self- employment, civil-law contracts and other forms of
precarious employment are all on the rise.
More and more often, these forms of precarious employment affect mobile workers too.
With regard to the “Europeanisation” of the labour markets, the Europe 2020 Strategy
needs a clear social orientation for a Europe with fair working standards, more security
for workers and a commitment to decent and humane work. For the sake of workers’
protection, mobility has to be a matter of free choice and needs a fair regulation.
As for free movement of workers and services, trade unions give priority to the place
of work principle ensuring equal pay for equal work at the same location as well as the
concept of decent work. Enterprises must not compete with each other at the expense
of their employees, which would lead to a downward spiral in working, social and pay
standards. The current standards have to apply to all workers irrespective of their
country of origin.
Trade unions reiterate their view that in the event of a conflict, fundamental social rights
must take precedence over economic freedoms. In line with its original assumptions,
the directive on the posting of workers must once more define minimum standards,
whilst respecting national collective agreements. We need to expand controls at the
place of work. Controls cannot be restricted by the country of origin principle or their
close-ended range.
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In the tri-border region, the interest in cross-border employment has been clearly
rising. Since there are still differences in pay as well as working and social standards
between particular countries, it is a crucial challenge to ensure fairness with regard to
the mobility of workers.
To achieve this, employment agencies, trade unions and employers have provided
information, advice and recruitment services in the framework of the cross-border
partnership EURESTriRegio. EURESTriRegio has become a central point of contact for
mobile workers, employers and job-seekers. We ask the European Commission and
respective national ministries to continue providing financial support for the EURES
cross-border partnerships and not to burden them with further formal obstacles.
We therefore urge Member States and local administration to follow provisions of
directive 2014/54/EU on measures facilitating the free movement of workers, and
provide mobile workers with specific information and advice as well as financial support
for corresponding services offered by trade unions.
To protect mobile workers as well as enterprises from dumping and unfair competition,
there is a strong need to ensure compliance with working and social standards at the
workplace irrespective of the country of origin of the workers.
Employment agencies recruiting workers to work abroad should pay special attention
to whether target employers comply with the working and social standards. Obviously,
recruiting for employers offering unfair wages should not be accepted. Trade unions
disapprove of spending public funds on the recruitment of foreign workers in sectors
notorious for precarious employment and training. The social partners should be
involved in determining the so-called understaffed professions which require special
recruitment efforts.
Actions taken by the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse:
-

actions related to the implementation of the programme “Decent work in the triborder region”;
information support and advice on working and social standards in all three countries;
actions ensuring compliance with the working and social standards in the crossborder EURES-TriRegio;
expanding cooperation with control authorities in all three countries;
constant monitoring of the labour market in the border region;
cross-border measures to combat temporary agency work and civil law contracts
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Youth and education
Over the past years, many young people have left the region because of low wages as
well as missing education and job opportunities. They have moved to other European
regions to pursue education and find a job. Along with the low birth rate, this has
already made a significant change in the age structure of the society in Saxony. The
proportion of younger people is expected to decrease in the years to come in the Czech
Republic and Poland too.
Youth and young workers are the most mobile part of the population in the tri-border
region. Trade unions hold that a cross-border and sustainable approach should be
taken in training skilled workers. To boost employment in the border region, each
country has to perform its duties with regard to initial training, vocational training in
enterprises and training for the unemployed. In the future, attempts to attract skilled
workers from the neighbouring countries may lead to problems in these regions since
they all focus on the same industries with similar workforce needs.
Already today, experts from Poland and the Czech Republic complain about skills
shortage in some sectors. They fear this could result in a reduction of investments in
the region. Skills shortage can be already seen in healthcare and care and has become
all too visible in the industry. As far as employing foreign skilled workers is concerned,
we assume that this could solve skills shortages in Saxony in particular cases; however,
in principle, we should refrain from recruiting skilled workers from abroad so that we
can ensure sustainable staff development in our own country.
Trade unions remain in favour of voluntary and fair mobility of youth. Young people
should be able to gain new experiences and acquire new competencies on the
Europe-wide scale. The IRTUC Elbe-Neisse strongly opposes to recruiting trainees and
young skilled workers from Southern Europe, Central and Eastern Europe as well as
third countries by offering them precarious employment, unpaid internships or “poor”
apprenticeships since this amounts to luring them into education and employment
which do not offer prospects for the future.
In the light of demographic trends in the whole tri-border region, we should rather work
out cross-border approaches to keep youth in the region. If the living and working
conditions as well as educational opportunities improve and wages are higher, the
region could become more attractive for both local youth and potential migrants from
other regions. This would also lead to an improvement of their working conditions and
their employability.
We oppose to the one-sided focus on education that caters to the alleged needs of the
labour market and enterprises.
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Young people must have the possibility to pursue a professional avenue that matches
their individual interests and capabilities. Youth should be supported in their choices
with high quality and comprehensive professional guidance.
By providing specific information support for apprentices and job seekers, the crossborder labour market partnership EURES-TriRegio can give transparency to the
regional prospects, chances and risks.
Actions taken by the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse:
-

expanding constant cooperation with trade union youth organisations;
taking initiatives aiming at the implementation of the recognition of degrees and
professional qualifications;
following cross-border vocational training projects;
ensuring exchange on methods of acquiring new members which are suitable for
the youth.

Networking within sectors
Sound cross-border networking of trade unions is an essential pre-condition for
robust cross-border representation of the interests of workers. The IRTUC Elbe-Neisse
supports trade unions in their cross-border activities on the company and sectoral
level.
Over the past years, a significant progress has been made with regard to networking
between trade unions and workers’ representatives at company level within sectors in
the area covered by the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse. In the course
of various activities within sectors, networks have been built up which deal with issues
related to particular companies as well as the structural and employment policies in
general. Thus, the social dialogue in the border region has increased in importance.
However, constant efforts should be made to expand it further.
The improvement of working and living conditions will rely heavily on collective
agreements to be signed in the years to come. The current efforts to support collective
bargaining and promote cross-border exchange in this respect will be continued and
intensified.
Trade unions will continue their cross-border efforts to combat infringements of the
rights of workers and trade unions. If needed, the IRTUC Elbe-Neisse will ensure that
it can be contacted rapidly and provide on-site support. Careful attention should be
paid to the special economic zones in Poland which must not refuse to be governed
by labour law.
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Actions taken by the Interregional Trade Union Council Elbe-Neisse:
-

ensuring exchange of information on the goals and strategies concerning collective bargaining in all three countries;
strengthening and expanding networks operating within sectors in the tri-border
region;
facilitating contacts with sectors and companies;
cross border support to ensure compliance with the rights of workers and trade
unions.
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