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As one of the partners of the renowned Dutch 'polder model', the position of the trade unions in the Netherlands seems to be quite strong. Partly because of the moderate demands of the unions and their willingness to come to an agreement with both the employers and the government, the Netherlands succeeded in becoming one of the most successful European economies in the 1990s. Employment growth even surpassed the US job machine and the unemployment rate fell to a little over 2 percent. This success was generally ascribed to the very moderate wage increases and the strong growth of part-time jobs, both of which were only possible because of the consent of the trade unions.

The strong formal position of the Dutch trade unions is also apparent from the high coverage rate of collective agreements, which has fluctuated around 85% for quite a long time now, despite the fact that the unity density rate is only moderate (c. 25% at present) and gradually declining. Even in recent years, now the polder model does not seem to be such a success anymore and unemployment in the Netherlands is rapidly increasing, the trade unions are still considered as one of the main advisers and negotiating partners of the central government. Two recent events that confirm this strong position are the central agreement of October 2003 on wage restraint and mitigating the proposed interventions in the social security system and the recent government proposal for a reform of the disability insurance scheme, which was strongly influenced by an advice of the tripartite Socio-economic Council (SER).

Despite - or perhaps due to - this strong formal position, the trade unions have been on the defensive side with respect to socio-economic policy for the last twenty years. On a number of issues the trade unions did not realise the goals they formulated in the 1970s and 1980s and have been forced to accept a worsening of socio-economic conditions for workers and for the non-employed. Since the mid-1980s social security entitlements have been curtailed stepwise, which has resulted in a large drop of the average benefit level. Partly because of these cuts in social expenditure and partly because of a growth of wage differentials, e.g. between high and low-skilled workers, income disparities have widened considerably, with about 15 or 20% in the last 20 years. While in the 1960s and 1970s it seemed that unemployment was not a real threat anymore, thanks to Keynesian demand side policies, in the 1980s it became apparent that employment security is still not realised after all. Sadly, mass unemployment turned out not to be a thing of the past. Employment protection has weakened, especially because of the strong growth of flexible work, which increased from about 3% of total employment around 1970 to about 12% at present. While economic democracy and employee participation were important themes in the 1970s, they have almost disappeared from the political agenda since then. It even seems that these days employers are more often in favour of employee participation, for example by means of autonomous work groups and teams, than trade unions. With respect to works councils too, there has hardly been any improvement in their position, which is still quite weak, since the 1980s. To state it plainly: for the last 20 years almost all initiatives for changes in socio-economic issues came from the side of the employers or from centre-right governments. The trade unions mainly reacted to these proposals by trying to stop them, but mostly did not succeed in this or only managed to postpone them for some time. In short, they failed to be pro-active instead of reactive and did not succeed in formulating a convincing and attractive alternative to the dominant neo-liberal agenda. Hence, they have been on the defence for two decades now.

The combination of a gradually falling density rate and a lack of inspiring ideas poses, in my opinion, a serious threat to the viability of the trade unions in the future. Although the trade unions may be tempted to rest on their laurels because of their strong formal position in Dutch industrial relations, ultimately this position depends on the support and legitimacy of the unions among the labour force.

Therefore, I think the trade unions should make a strategic choice between three different options for their future course of action. These strategic choices refer to the level at which they should concentrate their efforts. 

1. They can concentrate on the activities in which they are strongest at present, i.e. advising and negotiating with the government and with employer organisations at the central level. It is true that their position on the national level does not seem to be questioned seriously up till now. Besides, these kind of activities give a lot of exposure to the trade unions, which fosters their visibility to the public at large. However, it is unlikely that they will attract sufficient members with this kind of activities to be able to keep this strong position in the long run (cf. the small number of people who are members of a political party, c. 1% of the electorate). And if the unions lose their support among the labour force, it will become increasingly difficult for them to implement agreements made at the central level in the negotiations with employers at the sectoral/industry or company level. This, in its turn, may harm the legitimacy of the trade unions to speak on behalf of all the employees at the national level. So, ultimately, it seems impossible for the unions to maintain their relatively strong position at the central level if it is not backed by a sufficiently high density rate. 

2. The unions could try to attract more members by focussing on the provision of individual services, e.g. legal advise in case of work related conflicts or even consumptive services, like insurances and mortgage loans. This kind of union services might attract more people who become a member primarily from interested motives. However, in this field unions will have to compete with commercial companies that provide the same kind of services. It is doubtful whether trade unions will be able to deliver these services at a lower price than commercial providers in the long run. Legal services in particular turn out to be quite expensive, which has forced the largest trade union federation FNV to confine the free provision of this kind of services to its members. To maintain a strong position in the field of individual services the trade unions would have to be more efficient than commercial suppliers (which is unlikely) or they would have to be able to provide these services, at least partly, by volunteers. But they will only succeed in mobilising sufficient volunteers as long as these are not attracted to the union mainly out of self-interest, but to express their solidarity with other employees. This will become increasingly difficult as the share of union members who are only interested in their own welfare rises. That is, if unions try to attract more self-interested members, they run the risk of losing their traditional members who joined the union out of solidarity with other employees.

3. The third option for the trade unions is to focus on the common interests of employees at the intermediate (sectoral or company) level. At present, the core activity of trade unions, i.e. negotiating with individual employers or employers organisations on collective agreements, expresses this focus on common interests. But unions could consider the possibility of extending the scope of collective agreements. One option would be to include social insurance as a part of collective agreements. I.e. trade unions could try to convince the government that it should transfer the primary responsibility for social insurance schemes to the social partners. The unions could also pay more attention to other issues which seem to have been neglected somewhat in the past ten or twenty years, for example employee participation, the distribution of capital and employment security. The obvious drawback of this option is that the unions are confronted emphatically with the free rider problem. How to convince employees to join the union if they also profit from its activities without becoming a member? One option would be to differentiate the collective services between members and non-members, e.g. give members somewhat more generous social security entitlements. As is well-known, in those countries in which trade unions are responsible for the provision of unemployment benefits (the so-called Ghent system), the unity density rate is much higher than in other countries. But perhaps the free rider problem can also be circumvented by negotiating with employers about specific benefits for union members or demanding from them a contribution to the union for each employee that is covered by the collective agreement but is not a union member (an arrangement that already exists in the Netherlands). 

Naturally, it is tempting for trade unions to bet on all of these horses at the same time, i.e. combining a strategy of negotiating with the government at the central level, bargaining with employers at the sectoral level and serving the individual interests of employees. In fact, the Dutch unions are predominantly following this combined strategy at present. However, in the long run they run the risk that a weakening of their position in one of these spheres will undermine their position in the other spheres. Although I am not suggesting that unions should concentrate their activities exclusively in one of these spheres, I believe it would be wise if they would at least state clearly what they regard as their ‘core business’. In my opinion, trade unions have the highest ‘value added’ in comparison to other organisations at the sectoral/industry level, at which there is no obvious alternative for them. So, ultimately, concentrating on the common interests of employees at the sectoral level may offer the best perspectives for survival of the trade unions, provided of course that they succeed in solving the free rider problem.
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