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Are trade unions effective accounting actors?

Introduction 

Eastern European trade unions are expected to take an active part in the transforma-
tion process. All the new EU members boast complex institutional frameworks which
uphold such participation. Far from being an invention of politicians, union policy in-
volvement has strong roots in the theory and practice of western (neo)corporatism and
in democratic theory. And the transformation of socialist economies into market capi-
talist ones has given a new life to all these arguments.

The starting point of this analysis is an idea put forward by Stark and Bruszt in
their 1998 book Post-socialist Pathways. The authors claim that one of the conditions
which lead to coherent policy-making is a dense accountability network through
which governments are kept in check by organised societal interests such as trade un-
ions. Moreover, these organisations not only keep the government accountable but
also participate actively in the decision-making process. The authors entrust unions
with great responsibility, but they do not define it clearly. To be fair, they do ac-
knowledge that, between trade unions and government, a complex interaction takes
place. They point to the ability of unions to elicit justifications or explanations from
the government on a permanent basis as the sign of the existence of an accountability
relationship between the two actors. But what exactly does this imply? It is the opin-
ion of the author of this article that ‘continuity of relationship’ and ‘producing justifi-
cations’ rest on the fulfilment of several other conditions. The article proposes one
such set of ‘enabling conditions’ and observes the extent to which they are fulfilled in
selected eastern European cases. In so doing, the article attempts to answer the ques-
tion whether trade unions are the accounting actors they are expected to be.

The article builds on an analysis of union-government relations in Bulgaria, Czech
Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania and Slovak Republic between 1990 and 2004,
using a combination of document analysis (reports and union documents) and a sec-
ondary analysis of specialised literature.1

The article begins with an overview of the two main theories which uphold the
view of trade union empowerment and political activism. The author concludes that
eastern European trade unions have been pushed into the current direction by zealous
policy advisers (or policy takers), largely disregarding the impact of the area’s idio-
syncrasies. Unions have been given new institutions and were assumed to be able to
fulfil new roles, modelled upon western ones. One of these roles is to be accounting
actors vis-à-vis their governments. The second part of the paper takes a closer look at
what accountability means and advances five conditions which enable accounting ac-
tors to fulfil their roles. The extent to which these conditions are fulfilled in the east-
ern European context is then discussed. The third part presents the conclusions.

1 The research for this article has been possible due to the support of the Swiss National
Fund for Academic Research, which the author gratefully acknowledges.
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From theories combined … 
The mechanism by which the economist Alexander Gerschenkron so convincingly ex-
plained the case of post-war Japan and Germany2 appealed to those advising develop-
ing countries. It was argued that late developers could profit from the experience of
early developers, comparing experiences and taking on the best solutions. The idea that
institutions and policies could be copied from one country to another pinpointed this
mechanism. Taking over institutions seemed easy enough, but problems became obvi-
ous to those who wanted to see them because the context in which the transplant took
place could not always accept the new forms. This was either because it had a different
culture (Chabal and Daloz, 2006) or because it was missing some elements without
which the new forms did not make sense, or simply because the building blocks had a
different texture which distorted the new forms, moulding them into something new.

In spite of the warning voices, the process continues in subtle forms. Policies,
mechanisms and institutions are not ‘exported’, but are ‘advised’, ‘suggested’ and fi-
nally ‘imported’. EU enlargement can be largely viewed as a process of institutional
transfer: one of the conditions that the newcomers to the EU club had to fulfil was to
adopt social dialogue mechanisms which empower the social partners to take part in
decision-making. This was a commendable effort (on the part of the newcomers) and
a reasonable expectation (on the part of the established members of the club), but it
was easily lost from sight that the very history of the two sides of Europe give differ-
ent weights and different rationales to social partners and their institutions.

(Neo)corporatism was the buzzword of the 1990s, but a transition between two
different meanings of the word has been operated and easily overlooked. Initially,
corporatism was used to mean a certain structure of interest intermediation,3 but it is
rather in Lehmbruch’s sense of ‘concertation’ that it is mostly meant nowadays by
politicians, analysts and social partners alike. This latter sense switches the emphasis
from structures to processes, and understands corporatism as deliberation and consen-
sus-seeking in the decision-making process4 (Ost, 2000; Schmitter, 1982; Kubicek,
2000; Schmitter, 1974; Lehmbruch, 1979).

2 In the 1950s, the economist Alexander Gerschenkron wrote about the ‘advantages of
backwardness’: Japan and Germany were destroyed during the Second World War so that,
when they began to rebuild, they availed themselves of the latest technologies and indus-
trial processes then available. In the process, they leap-frogged the US and the UK, coun-
tries which won the war, because the winners were still using 1930s technology in their
industrial plants. Thus, backwardness or destruction by war may help a country gain
ground on its more advanced competitors.

3 For Schmitter, corporatism is a structure of interest intermediation in which the ‘constitu-
ent units are organized into a limited number of singular, compulsory, non-competitive,
hierarchically ordered and functionally differentiated categories, recognized or licensed
(if not created) by the state and granted a deliberate representational monopoly within
their respective categories in exchange for observing certain controls on their selection of
leaders and articulation of demands and supports.’ (Schmitter, 1974: 93-94).

4 For Lehmbruch, corporatism is ‘an institutionalized pattern of policy-formation in which
large interest organizations cooperate with each other and with the public authorities not
only in the articulation (or even ‘intermediation’) of interests, but – in its developed forms
– in the ‘authoritative allocation of values’ and in the implementation of such policies.’
(Lehmbruch, 1979: 150).
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The change of meaning is only the verbal sign of a more profound change which
involves a complex evolution process of labour-capital interaction. Corporatism has
traditionally served as a mechanism to strengthen liberal democracies. It has done so
by moderating the antagonisms of labour and capital, demonstrating and encouraging
them to see that compromising can work in the interest of both (Ost, 2000). In the west-
ern world, corporatism evolved with and within social democracy, due to their ideolog-
ical closeness. The institutionalisation of corporatism satisfied labour’s demands to be
treated on an equal footing with capital and to have a policy input. Thus, it ensured la-
bour’s quiescence and support for democratic polities (Ost, 2000; Schmitter, 1983).
However, this type of development was largely missing in eastern Europe (Ost, 2000).

The second source is the theory of democracy, in particular those writings which
emphasise the role of civil society as counterbalance to the government. Important to
the argument here is the widespread idea that civil society organisations legitimise
and restrict state power (Diamond, 1994). In other words, political institutions and
personnel are accountable to civil society. From this widespread (and powerful) view
developed the idea that, due to their dual character as economic and civic organisa-
tions, trade unions can be a powerful means to exert such a control over the political
realm, in particular over the government as the source of policies.

Analysis of the interaction between governments and various societal interests in
policy-making has led various authors to argue that, through ‘embedded policy-mak-
ing’, governments can tune their policies to current conditions, the dangers of institu-
tional imports can be eliminated and policies perceived as ‘local products’ (Evans,
1995; Amsden et al. 1994). In the final chapter of their book, Stark and Bruszt suggest
a developmental model of reform-making in former socialist countries based on a
combination of the policy-making and accountability roles played by trade unions
(and other organised societal interests). In their view, a government confronted with
the major task of transforming a socialist economy into a capitalist one has the best
chance of succeeding if it is caught up in strong accountability networks through
which other political institutions and societal interests contribute to policy-making
and provide control over government policies (Stark and Bruszt, 1998).

Undoubtedly an appealing model. However, are trade unions the accounting ac-
tors that they are expected to be? This is the main question of this article, to which we
now turn. In the next section, the accountability relationship is analysed theoretically
and several of the enabling conditions extracted. Then, the interaction between trade
unions and governments of Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland, Romania
and Slovakia will be analysed in accordance with these conditions.

… a new accounting actor arises (?)
I start with Schedler’s complex definition of accountability:

A is accountable to B when A is obliged to inform B about A’s (past or future) actions and de-
cisions, to justify them and to suffer punishment in the case of eventual misconduct, (Sche-
dler, 1999: 17)

which emphasises the formal character of the relationship between two actors in
which the one being held accountable cannot avoid giving account without accepting
a penalty. Schedler is explicit that one cannot speak of accountability when the ac-
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countable actor can choose whether or not to report his or her behaviour or justify his
or her actions, and when there is no clear understanding of what happens after the re-
port/account has been given.

As straight-forward as it might seem from looking at the definition, accountability
is nevertheless a very dense concept. Its density stems from several sources. Firstly, it
is the double nature of the account giving: on the one hand, it implies precision and
clarity; a report in terms of initial aims and fulfilled tasks. On the other hand, it means
narrative justifications of actions and decisions (Schedler, Diamond and Plattner,
1999; Stark and Bruszt, 1998). Secondly, accountability is a process in which the ac-
counting and accountable actors perform different tasks in the different phases of the
account giving process (Schmitter, 2004). Thirdly, accountability is often treated as a
good per se (i.e. it is important to achieve accountability), but it also has a strong in-
strumental value. As such, it can be involved in trade-offs which can often be per-
ceived as costly for decision-makers: for example, some might feel that increasing the
accountability of decision-makers to society at large might reduce their efficiency
(Keohane and Nye, 2000).5

Schedler (1999) distinguishes two dimensions of accountability: answerability
and enforcement. Answerability is the most evident one and refers to the obligation of
public officials to provide information on, and explain, their actions. Enforcement is
less visible and means that the accountable actor can be subjected to sanctions. It does
have a slightly negative connotation, but one can actually extend the meaning of en-
forcement and understand it as the ‘threat of sanctions and promise of rewards’, since
there is much evidence to support the view that actors whose accounts are received
positively reap benefits ranging from re-election to contract renewals. The lack of en-
forcement, while not necessarily leading to the disappearance of accountability in a
particular instance, may yet transform it into a diminished type, sometimes merely in-
formation giving. To make things further complicated, there are specific situations in
which one of these two dimensions does not exist but, nevertheless, accountability is
not diminished.6 However, in most cases, both dimensions are present.

The classical model of accountability involving two actors in a given polity may
be challenged on various fronts. The criticism challenges the model to expand so as to:

Accommodate structural and policy changes that have opened up new spaces for governance
and enhanced the demands for greater accountability. (Väyrynen, 2004: 5).

5 This is the case for example with judges or central banks, both institutions with accounta-
bility which is deliberately limited.

6 For example, the independence of central banks means that they have to inform the public
ex post about their decisions but neither the public nor the politicians can impose a policy
course or sanction bankers for their decisions. However, the central bank remains ac-
countable to the public and its representatives in parliament and has to present periodic
accounts of its activities. In this case, the ‘sanctions’ (or rewards) come rather in the form
of the trust of other institutions in the bank’s ability to perform its tasks and in the credi-
bility it has among similar institutions at international level. In another example, when the
people on the streets of București and Timișoara demanded that the Romanian dictator
step down, they were not interested in asking him questions about the way he ruled the
country or to hear his justifications. They wanted him punished. In this case, the answera-
bility dimension was eliminated in favour of enforcement.
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In other words, it means that new public and private actors, as well as new stake-
holders, have to be included in the new accountability mechanisms which can be at
national and/or international level (Scholte, 2002; Keohane and Nye, 2000; Bruszt
and Stark, 1998).

The classical model of accountability describes a vertical relationship in which
representatives are accountable to voters. However, the conceptualisation of vertical
accountability embeds several weaknesses. Firstly, it is a once-every-four-years
event, so it prevents voters from quickly punishing wrong-doers. Secondly, voters do
not have complete information when they make their decisions in front of the ballot
box. Alternative sources of information do usually exist, but average voters rarely
consult them in order to have a balanced view. Thirdly, citizens vote for a variety of
reasons, of which punishing or rewarding the government’s activity is only one.
Fourthly, vertical accountability targets only elected officials, leaving unchecked a
large number of non-elected officials involved at key decision-making points. Thus,
horizontal accountability has emerged as a new set of mechanisms intended to com-
plement vertical accountability. Horizontal accountability is the relationship estab-
lished between state institutions which check each other (Dubrow, 2003; O'Donnell,
1998) and it can take different forms: financial, administrative, professional, moral,
legal and constitutional (Schedler, Diamond and Plattner, 1999).7

Schedler (1999) argues that, if accountability is to work properly, several condi-
tions have to be met. Firstly, if the accountability relationship is to be meaningful, the
accounting actor and the accountable actor need to be independent of each other. Sec-
ondly, there has to be a formal setting in which account is given, such as an institution
underpinned by a set of rules on how interaction between the accountable and ac-
counting actors takes place. Thirdly, the information exchange has to be meaningful
and complete. Fourthly, the accounting actor must be able to inflict a certain punish-
ment, which can be in various forms from loss of position to loss of credibility.8

Fifthly, the accounting and accountable actors have to be roughly equal and accept
each other as legitimate parties.

In the subsequent analysis, these ‘enabling conditions’ will be identified as fol-
lows: the formal setting refers to the existence and powers of the tripartite institutions
(as they are the locus of the organised exchange between unions and government);
while information refers to the exchange taking place between government and unions
within the tripartite body. The aspect of independence refers to the extent to which un-
ions are close to the government; the assumption is that the closer unions are to the
government (or the party in power), the less objective the accounting actor will be.

One can distinguish, then, between roughly three situations: where unions are in-
dependent of the government (or party in power); where unions are close to the gov-

7 Without entering into the details, we note that there is no pure form of accountability but,
rather, each situation is a mixture of various forms.

8 It is also important to mention that accountability is meaningful also in cases where pun-
ishment is not stated ex ante but nevertheless does not lose its force. For example, the
constitution may stipulate that the government can be dismissed by parliament, but no
law can decide to what degree the credibility of the central bank (or of its governor) is lost
due to a mistaken decision. Nevertheless, both government and the governor of the cen-
tral bank are aware of the consequences of their mistakes.
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ernment (or party in power); and where unions are the government. Balance of power
and legitimacy is a more complex issue. Domestic laws and regulations define the
representatives who may legitimately take part in tripartite deliberations or negotia-
tions; once this issue is set, there is a high degree of mutual recognition.

There are two other facts which are equally true for all the countries analysed:
firstly, trade unions start in a weak position due to the loss of membership (see
Table 1) and their falling importance in the workplace; and, secondly, in any relation-
ship which involves a state and a non-state institution, the balance of power is biased
ab initio in favour of the former (Crowley and Ost, 2001; Schmitter, 2004). Therefore,
given this starting line, the (dis)equilibrium in the balance of power will be discussed
in terms of the ability of unions to adopt a unitary stance. If unions are able to adopt
common positions then they can, at least theoretically, stand their ground against the
government. This last dimension refers to the ability of unions to inflict some sort of
penalty on the government. In this respect, the array of instruments at the disposal of
unions are the organisation of disruptive actions (strikes and the like); the boycott of
tripartite institutions; and the organisation of more symbolic actions such as signing
petitions, gathering signatures and publicly exposing the government’s wrongdoings.

Table 1 – Trade union membership

Sources:

* Consolidation of Democracy in Central and Eastern Europe 1990-2001, a project of GESIS and
ZA, Wave 1 (1990-1992) and Wave 2 (1997-2001) ** ISSP – International Social Survey Pro-
gramme (Waves 1996 and 1998)

EIRO 2001: Industrial Relations in Candidate Countries (these data are self-reported by unions).
EIRO 2003: Trade Union Membership 1993-2003; the negative number indicates the difference
between the membership rates in 2003 and 1993. As with the previous EIRO 2001 report, mem-
bership numbers are as reported by unions.

Note: data on union membership is hardly reliable for various reasons; data collected through sur-
veys generally underestimate membership as workers often do not know whether or not they are
union members; self-reported data tend to overestimate membership. However, it is not the exact
level that is of importance, but the downward trend. At the beginning of the transition in 1989/90,
union membership was roughly 100% as union membership was compulsory.

Country CD  
Wave1*

CD  
Wave2*

ISSP  
1996**

ISSP  
1998**

EIRO 
2001

EIRO 
2003

Bulgaria 33.4 4.4 18.8 12.2 n/a -76.5

Czech Republic 43.7 14 35.7 17.3 30

Hungary 36.3 11.7 15.7 13.8 20 n/a

Poland 21.8 6.7 17.5 17.5 15 -70.8

Romania 32.9 16.1 n/a n/a n/a -70

Slovakia 38 19.9 n/a 26.6 40 -63.6
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Bulgaria

The independence of trade unions is a constitutional right, confirmed in various laws
concerning union organisation, functioning and public involvement. There are two
main trade union organisations in Bulgaria which have representative status at na-
tional level: the Confederation of Labour – Podkrepa; and the Confederation of Inde-
pendent Trade Unions of Bulgaria (CITUB, the heir to the Communist trade union).
Right from its creation (in 1989), Podkrepa was associated with the opposition move-
ment. In fact, it was one of the centres around which the first opposition umbrella or-
ganisation, the Union of Democratic Forces (UDF), was created in 1990 and it had a
decisive role in bringing the first non-communist government to power in 1991. After
these elections, Podkrepa withdrew from the opposition movement and pursued an
independent approach to public life. CITUB continued to be a close partner of the re-
formed Communist Party – now the Bulgarian Socialist Party.

As in many other eastern European countries, Bulgarian tripartism was created as
early as 1990 as a means to gain public support for reform and to ensure the social
peace (Ost, 2000; Gradev, 2001). It started as a general social agreement and was in-
stitutionalised in 1991. The adoption of the Labour Code in 1993 strengthened its le-
gal basis. The Bulgarian tripartite body (the National Council of Tripartite Collabora-
tion, NCTC) had a consultative and advisory function. It discussed issues related to
labour, income and social protection, economic restructuring and taxation, it elabo-
rated analyses and it published opinions regarding social and economic issues. In
2001, the NCTC was replaced with a new tripartite body (the Economic and Social
Council, ESC). According to the law, the ESC is a consultative body expressing the
will and the structures of civil society for economic and social development, through
which organised interests can participate in public and economic life. The task of the
ESC is to elaborate statements on draft laws, national programmes and plans. The law
focuses on the structure of the Council, but not on the rights and obligations of the
parties involved. To what extent the social partners use it to question the government
on its policies is not clear from the information at hand. The law does not contain
binding provisions which regulate interaction between the social partners, so it grants
the government quite a large amount of room for manoeuvre.9 This is visible from the
attitude that different governments have adopted inside the tripartite body (Dimitrova,
1999; Detchev, 2003).

The social partners should have a say on draft bills but, quite often, they have been
informed at the last minute about government proposals, which has reduced to a min-
imum the discussions on them and has removed the possibility of making counter-
proposals (Ost, 2000; Gradev, 2001). Moreover, when time pressures were significant
(prior to budget approval or when crises were knocking on the door), the government
pushed through its version of draft bills, oblivious to the opinions of the social part-
ners (Gradev, 2001; OECD Economic Surveys on Bulgaria). Often, the government
did not relate important information, further emptying the tripartite meetings of con-
tent and weakening the ability of the social partners to control them (Ost, 2000;
Detchev, 2003).

9 The text of the law can be found at: http://www.esc.bg/legalframework.php?lang=1.
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The ability of unions to organise protests is generally regarded as their most pow-
erful weapon. However, for most of the transformation period, the Bulgarian trade un-
ions did not manage to stir up large-scale strikes directly proportional to the fall in liv-
ing standards, to mistreatment within the NCTC or to the government’s breach of
social agreements (Nikolov et al. 2004). The first large-scale protests with political
consequences were initiated in 1996 by CITUB, were later joined by Podkrepa and
led to the resignation of the socialist government in early 1997. The wave of labour
militancy moderated afterwards (Matthes and Thode, 2001). Another means at union
disposal was to boycott the working of the tripartite body itself. In fact, the Bulgarian
unions walked out of negotiations in 1994 and several times in 1996, and the social
dialogue was halted for most of 1996 and 1997. However, the liberal government
sworn in in 1997 resumed the dialogue as it needed the support of the social partners
for the tough reforms required to save the financial sector.

There are several other unions and federations, but the scene is dominated by Pod-
krepa and CITUB. The beginning of the 1990s was characterised by inter-union bat-
tles for the assets of the Communist trade union federation. Issues of representative-
ness also divided the unions. By law only CITUB and Podkrepa were granted
national representative status up to 2003, but the Videnov government (1995-1996)
managed to stir trouble in the union camp by granting a third union access to the
NCTC. The enmity between the two main unions quietened and they started to collab-
orate and focus their actions on the government rather than against each other. The
1996/1997 mass demonstrations were a first sign of change in the union camp. The
government remains the stronger actor inside the tripartite body, but the reduction in
the inter-union fights and the softening of the ideological gap between them has set
the basis for concerted action (Detchev, 2003).

Czech Republic
The Czech-Moravian Chamber of Trade Unions (CMKOS) is the only union federa-
tion representative at the national level (and in the tripartite body) and it has been
careful to maintain its institutional and ideological independence.

The tripartite body, the Council of Economic and Social Agreement (CESA), was
created in 1990 but, after an initial success – the adoption of legislation which gave
unions the power to block dismissals and to access firm-related information – it be-
came increasingly responsible only for the negotiation of the annual general agree-
ment and had less to say on other issues (Ost, 2000). CESA was conceived as a forum
for the discussion of a wide range of issues, from long-term development plans to la-
bour-specific issues. The outcome of these discussions was that CESA produced and
published analyses and opinions, and gave its approval on draft bills. The golden era
of CESA was 1990-1992 when, despite being formed on a voluntary basis and count-
ing on the ‘goodwill’ of the partners, it discussed over 300 bills and was briefed fully
in respect of the plans and measures prepared by the government and individual min-
istries. After 1992, the right-wing government adopted an increasingly authoritarian
style of policy-making, largely disregarding the views of the social partners. The situ-
ation became extremely strained in 1994, when the government refused to discuss so-
cial security reform, and the tripartite dialogue virtually came to a halt (Kubínková,
1999; Pollert, 2001). In 1995, the tripartite dialogue was resumed in a restricted form.
A new tripartite institution was created (the Council for the Dialogue of Social Part-
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ners) in which consultations were to be held only on matters regarding labour law,
collective bargaining, wages, and health and safety.

Discussions in the Council did not proceed smoothly. Government representatives
tried to evade any discussion of the issues raised, seeking to defer it to a later date.
The government representatives were mostly lower-level officials who could barely
do more than present the government’s proposals. Often, the drafts submitted for dis-
cussions arrived irregularly and incomplete, while government plans were to be ap-
proved but not discussed (Kubínková, 1999; Ost, 2000).

Confronted with the non-cooperative attitude of the government, CMKOS pulled
out of CESA in 1994/95, rejoining only in 1997 when the social democratic govern-
ment re-created the tripartite body as it needed to establish support for the stabilisa-
tion package it had to adopt after the financial crisis of 1996/1997 (Pollert, 1999;
Kubínková, 1999). The social democratic government which came to power in 1998
did so after declaring its intentions to reinstate the tripartite dialogue on the same ba-
sis as at the beginning of the 1990s. Once in office, it kept its promise and engaged
not only trade unions but also NGOs, citizens’ initiatives and independent experts in
drafting legislation affecting employment, social security or labour protection. The
working of the post-1998 tripartite mechanism is not regulated by a specific law; con-
sequently, there is no legally-binding text defining the rights and obligations of the
social partners at tripartite level. The basic tripartite document, the statute of CESA,
which sets out the rules for its activity, states that the fundamental of CESA is the
principle of consensus and ‘goodwill’ between the social partners (Kroupa, 2006).

The Czech unions were particularly quiet, especially in the first half of the 1990s.
Unrest increased in the second half of the 1990s, but still no major action was re-
corded (Eurofound, 2004a). Significantly, the answer of the government to protests in
the railway, education and health sectors was a draft law which made illegal all strike
and protest action other than that organised in relation to a collective agreement
(Kubínková, 1999). The social democratic government turned a more friendly face to
the social partners and so labour militancy again decreased after 1998.

The unitary structure of the Czech union movement and the low unemployment/
low pay situation in the first half of the 1990s led several authors to the conclusion
that CMKOS was a strong counterbalance to the government and was more effective
compared with its counterparts in neighbouring countries (Kubínková, 1999; Avd-
agic, 2003; Stark and Bruszt, 1998). However, a more critical look observes that the
government remained the stronger actor and that most union successes can be seen as
‘gifts’ from a political elite interested in maintaining social peace and in a position to
buy it.10

10  The good economic conditions of Czech labour in the first half of the 1990s should not
be disentangled from the relatively good situation of a country which started the transi-
tion without external debt (unlike Hungary and Poland). Privatisation did not bring signif-
icant resources to the budget and so, as state resources started to diminish and as the ef-
fects of (the lack of) economic reform started to kick in during the second half of the
1990s, labour became more vocal. However, this renewed activism was not influential as
the government was forced to adopt harsh measures due to the economic crisis of 1996.
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Hungary
The Hungarian trade union scene is extremely divided. Besides the reformed commu-
nist union (National Confederation of Hungarian Trade Unions, MSzOSz), five other
trade union federations are represented in the tripartite national body. The right to
form trade unions is constitutionally guaranteed, while the basic law of the country
also guarantees the independence of unions from encroachment by state (political) in-
stitutions. Unions have established links with the most important political parties but
they have not been directly involved in governing activities.11

Hungary is proud that, in 1988, it was first among east European countries to have
a tripartite institutional National Interest Reconciliation Council (NIRC). On its crea-
tion, the NIRC’s task was to manage the wage deregulation process, a major reform in
the context of a socialist economy (Ost, 2000; Toth, 2001; Eurofound, 2004b). After
the first pluralist elections in 1990, it was abolished but replaced with the Interest
Reconciliation Council (IRC). In spite of its reconciliatory mission, the new institu-
tion was marred by struggles between the unions, fuelled by the repeated tests of rep-
resentativeness required by the government.12 The IRC was created through a volun-
tary agreement between the social partners and the government. Its basis was not a
legal text, but the partners’ ‘commitment to tripartism’ as a means of resolving con-
flict and deliberating problems. As with other similar institutions in eastern Europe,
the Council had mainly consultative and advisory functions regarding labour-related
issues. The agreement also stated that the Council was to be consulted on legal drafts
of economic, social and labour laws as well as on economic issues of national impor-
tance. Within the framework of the IRC, the social partners had the right to be in-
formed,13 and to give opinion and consent.

In addition to the IRC, two other tripartite bodies functioned in Hungary: the In-
terest Reconciliation Council for Budgetary Institutions (with a similar structure and
powers as the IRC but applied to budget-maintained institutions); and the Labour
Market Fund Steering Committee (a tripartite body concerned with labour market is-

11 Political parties and their unions in Hungary: the Autonomous Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ASzSz), the Forum for the Co-operation of Trade Unions (SZEF) and the Confeder-
ation of Unions of Professionals (ÉSZT) have sought to maintain independence, although
some leaders have become candidates on the lists of the Socialist Party; the Democratic
League of Independent Trade Unions (LIGA) sided with the Free Democrats, but the link
dissolved with time and it has become more independent; the National Federation of
Workers’ Councils (MOSz) sided with the Hungarian Democratic Forum but the link
evaporated over time, the union adopting a more Christian line; and the National Confed-
eration of Hungarian Trade Unions (MSzOSz) which sided with the Hungarian Socialist
Party.

12 Such tests of representativeness were the requirements that unions had to meet in order to
be members of various councils and commissions, such as the Self-Governments of
Health and Pensions Insurance (1993), the works council and public servants council
elections (1993, 1995 and 1998). The years in brackets represent the date of publication
of the legislation (Héthy, 1999).

13 The social partners had the right to receive information regarding all economic, social and
labour issues that directly or indirectly had a significant effect on them. At their request,
the government had to provide information regarding the given issue, either verbally or in
writing (Héthy, 1999: 186).
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sues, such as unemployment and training, which was created in 1997). Such a frag-
mentation of tripartite institutions weakens the social partners, who have to put more
effort into co-ordinating their positions in the three bodies. In 1998, the conservative
Orban government dismantled the IRC and replaced it with an even more complex
structure of tripartite bodies.14 By increasing the number of tripartite bodies, dispers-
ing their functions and including more actors, the government ensured that the social
partners would not be able to achieve consensus and, consequently, would not be able
to pressure the government.

The basis of the tripartite bodies are voluntary agreements, so there are no binding
regulations which refer to interaction between the partners. This means that the gov-
ernment enjoys a large amount of freedom while the social partners lack the means to
constrain it. More often than not, the right of the social partners to be informed about
the government’s policies/plans is not respected (Stark and Bruszt, 1998; Ost, 2000;
OECD Economic Surveys of Hungary, various years).

The government created the IRC with the aim of ensuring societal support for the
reform programme but was not willing to give it too much decision-making power. In
fact, in its first years of functioning the government largely ignored the institution it
had created, implementing its programme without public consultation. The blockade
by Budapest taxi drivers, which found large social support, forced the government to
open up more towards the IRC. However, its inclusion remained marginal as the IRC
was given the task of drafting the Labour Code and proposing minimum wage guide-
lines, and was kept away from more important decisions regarding privatisation and
budgetary issues. When confronted with a serious fiscal crisis in 1995, the socialist
government did not hesitate to impose a radical stabilisation package (the Bokros
Plan) without informing ex ante the social partners and without accepting any ex post
modifications (Stark and Bruszt, 1998; Ost, 2000; Toth, 2001).

The unions did not hesitate to organise protests. However, most of the strikes
which took place between 1992 and 1997 were directed against single employers and
were caused by wage issues, privatisation and mass lay-offs, fringe benefits or unfair
management. Where the whole sector was concerned, unions preferred to resort to
other means, such as collecting signatures. Union protests did not threaten the stabil-
ity of any government (Eurofound, 2004b).

During most of the 1990s, Hungarian unions were more busy in creating links
with political parties than between themselves, contesting each other’s legitimacy and
quarrelling over the resources of the Communist trade union. Thus, it was not difficult
for successive governments to re-shape the tripartite body to the point that it became a
mere ‘extra’ on the public scene (Héthy, 1999; Toth, 2001).

14 The IRC was substituted by the National Labour Council, which retained the IRC’s func-
tions in labour issues and pre-legislative consultations related to labour legislation. The
newly-created tripartite bodies are the Economic Council (for consultation on economic
policy and legislation with the participation – beyond the national trade union confedera-
tions and employer associations – of all important economic actors that have no seat on
the tripartite IRC, such as the chambers of economy, the financial sector, multinational
companies and so on); and commissions to co-ordinate activities related to the Interna-
tional Labour Organisation (ILO) and Hungary’s accession to the European Union. The
Labour Market Fund Steering Committee (LMFSC) was maintained (Héthy, 1999).
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Poland 
No doubt, Solidarity was the model for what trade unionism should be in eastern Eu-
rope, and yet it became the greatest disappointment. To a certain extent, it followed
the same destiny of any opposition movement which was focused on a single target: it
was strong and had public impact as long as it had a natural enemy. Once the Commu-
nist Party disappeared, Solidarity had to face a world in which it had emerged as a
winner and which it had to manage. However, this new managerial task required radi-
cal changes in the union itself. To a large extent, much of the recent history of Poland
can be understood in terms of Solidarity coming to terms with its new self.

Poland stands out as the only case in eastern Europe in which a trade union turned
into a political party and twice won elections with strong enough majorities to form a
government. Poland also stands out as the only country where this trade union-domi-
nated government undertook the task of introducing liberal economic reforms, doing
so with an enthusiasm which translated into anti-union measures. It is true that, in the
end, this ‘too neo-liberal’ attitude of trade unionists-turned-politicians led to a split in
the movement between the trade union and the political party wings of Solidarity.
However, for the purposes of this article, it is important to note that, for extended pe-
riods of time (1991-1995 and 1997-2001), it was very difficult, if not impossible, to
disentangle the trade union from the government. It is equally important to observe
that the overlap between the two was not forced – and that, therefore, one cannot talk
of an encroachment by the government (as a political institution) on the trade union
(as a representative of labour interests). It is, rather, a task which was consciously as-
sumed by the latter (Stark and Bruszt, 1998; Ost, 2000, 2001, 2002).

The other part of the trade union movement was formed of the reformed former
communist trade union (OPZZ) which had its own share of struggles: to shake off the
communist legacy and to find a place for itself in the public space. OPZZ developed a
preference for social democratic parties (and was openly an ally of SDL when the so-
cial democrats were in power between 1995-1997), but it did not take a seat in the
government.

Due to the presence of Solidarity in the first non-communist government, it was
assumed that there was no need for a tripartite forum since labour already had its
voice in the political sphere and workers were the main engine of the transformation.
Therefore, the Polish tripartite body (the Tripartite Commission) was formed only in
1994 when Solidarity (the union) started to break away from Solidarity (the party)
and the latter needed an institutional framework to collect and balm labour grievances
(Ost, 2000, 2002).15 The Commission’s role was to assess economic mechanisms and
to present its opinions and resolutions concerning remuneration and employment pol-
icies in the public sector and on social services policy and pay policy instruments, etc.
The Commission was a consultative body and its decisions took the form of non-bind-
ing guidelines. Both Solidarity and OPZZ tried to influence policy-making not though
the Tripartite Commission but rather through parliament, where they had gained rep-
resentation. Thus, the visibility of the Tripartite Commission indirectly increased due
to the political implications of its members, especially the trade unionists.

15 The Tripartite Commission was preceded by the signing in February 1993 of the State-
Owned Enterprise Pact (by all registered national trade unions, including small ones, at
the invitation of the government).
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The situation changed after the 2001 elections, when trade unionists lost their rep-
resentation in parliament. They turned their attention to the Tripartite Commission
and attempted to co-operate more within this institution as the government sided with
the entrepreneurs.16 The Tripartite Commission thus enjoyed more trust from unions,
but legally it was still relatively weak as it produced only consultative, non-binding
opinions. The only decision-making power it has refers to wage policy – it sets the
minimum wage and this decision is binding on the government. However, if the social
partners do not reach agreement, the government has the right to impose its option
(Sobótka, 1999; Gardawski, 2002; Eurofound, 2004c; Czarzasty, 2006).

The difficulties inside the Tripartite Commission stemmed first and foremost from
the confrontational attitude between the two trade unions (Ost 2000, 2001; Czarzasty,
2006) which made consensus-building difficult. Other sources of troubles were the
contested representative status of the employer associations and the inclusion of other
interest groups. The strained relations between the two unions led to a boycott of the
Tripartite Commission roughly between 1997 and 2000 (Ost, 2000). This boycott was
not so much a reaction to the policies of the government but rather a matter of princi-
ple: Solidarity protested against the measures taken by the socialist government (even
if they were to the advantage of workers); and, when Solidarity won the elections
again, OPZZ adopted the same attitude (Ost, 2001).

Unions have organised strikes and other protests related to the impact of the re-
forms, which allowed them to extract some benefits for their members. However, this
activism did not threaten government stability, reforms were proceeded with as
planned (OECD Economic Surveys on Poland, various years) and there were no signs
of a change of attitude towards the social partners.

Romania
One of the first signs that the socialist regime of Romania had ended in December
1989 was the declaration that trade union membership was no longer compulsory. To-
gether with other social organisations, for the first time in forty years, unions could
imagine themselves free from state power. The new Constitution adopted in 1991
confirmed the right of individuals to form trade unions, as independent and non-polit-
ical organisations; more specific laws on trade unions and industrial relations con-
firmed and detailed this status.

In short time, trade unions mushroomed at all levels and in all sectors. Currently,
there are five representative trade union confederations at the national level. Once the
primary issue of dividing the patrimony of the Communist trade union had been re-
solved, the rest of the first decade of transition was a period in which these unions
searched for their identity. In this period, unions formed and maintained alliances
with political parties towards which they felt ideologically close. Currently, Roma-
nian trade unions are among the most politicised unions in eastern Europe, their party
closeness17 being translated not only in terms of electoral support (at least in terms of

16  The Labour Code adopted in 2002 contains many features to increase labour market flex-
ibility, which was a long-lasting demand of employer organisations. Both Solidarity and
OPZZ planned protests and filed requests with the Constitutional Tribunal so as to verify
the Code’s constitutionality (Czarzasty, 2002).
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declarations of support), but also in terms of the participation of union leaders in gov-
ernment (Kideckel, 2001).18

Social dialogue in Romania was legislated for relatively late (1997), when several
laws on industrial relations were passed and the main tripartite body, the Economic
and Social Council (ESC), was created.19 Before 1997, social dialogue was regulated
though the international conventions to which Romania adhered and managed
through the Tripartite Secretariat for Social Dialogue, created at the initiative of the
government in 1993. The Secretariat was an independent, non-governmental body
which had the purpose of setting up the legislative and institutional framework re-
quired for social dialogue (Preda, 2006; Mihaes and Casale, 1999).

The ESC has an advisory role in devising social and economic strategies and poli-
cies, settling conflicts and opening, promoting and developing social dialogue and
solidarity. The areas in which the ESC have to be consulted include restructuring and
the development of the national economy, privatisation, labour-related issues, wages,
social protection, education and research. Draft bills in these areas have to be submit-
ted to the ESC and they carry its positive or negative opinion (in an advisory note)
into parliament, for the length of the legislative process until they become laws.20 In
2003, the law on the ESC was amended. Currently, the ESC’s opinion is required in
matters which are not directly related to draft bills, such as strategies and planning
(Law on ESC, www.ces.ro).21 Currently, the chair of the ESC is a representative of
the government.

The Law does not specify any conditions related to the exchange of information
inside the ESC. This offers the government quite a large amount of scope for (in)ac-
tion. The ESC is not explicitly concerned with the state budget; therefore, the govern-
ment is not obliged to discuss it with its social partners. Therefore, the latter have,
more often than not, incomplete information regarding planned expenditure and reve-
nues. It is not clear to what extent the representatives of the government present pol-
icy reports during ESC plenary sessions. It is reasonable to expect that they justify the
government’s position, but it is very unlikely that they do more than that.

17 The five representative union confederations have different political orientations:
CNSLR-Frăţia and BNS have a social democratic orientation; Cartel Alfa and CSDR
present themselves as Christian democratic; while Meridian (the newest union to gain na-
tional representation) is independent.

18 Between 1996 and 1999, a former trade union leader (Victor Ciorbea) was Prime Minister
in the first right-wing government of Romania. Miron Mitrea (another former trade union
leader) was Minister of Public Work, Transport and Housing in the social democratic
government (2000-2003); in 2003, he was appointed Minister of Tourism.

19 In addition to this national body, so-called social dialogue commissions were created at
the level of ministries and prefectures. 

20 If the ECS fails to deliver an opinion, the draft enters parliament with the note that the
opinion of the ECS was requested.

21 The number of bills submitted to the ESC for approval has grown yearly since 1997, but
the social partners complain that, in reality, the ESC approves increasingly fewer regula-
tory proposals than are published in the Official Monitor (earlier data is not available but,
for 2003 and 2004, the rate of approval stood at 49.7% and 38% respectively) (Mihaes
and Casale, 1999).
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Can trade unions punish any non-collaborative attitude of the government? Roma-
nian unions do actively express their discontent. However, many strikes or demon-
strations have been organised in response to enterprise-related problems. When col-
lective agreement negotiations stalled, the unions threatened nationwide strikes, but
they rarely implemented such threats.22 The miners’ outbursts, which led to the fall of
the government in 1990 and which produced considerable damage both in 1991 and
1999, were anything but union protests against government economic policies. Once
the ESC started to function, the trade unions never boycotted it although they did
threaten to do so, apparently preferring instead public declarations through the mass
media. This strategy may be effective in keeping unions in the public eye, but it is less
effective in forcing an actual change in government attitudes towards the social part-
ners and in policy-making.23

It is unclear to what extent the politicisation of Romanian trade unions is a chance
or a curse. It is a chance for those unions whose allies are in power. Some authors,
however, argue that closeness to a political party encourages inter-union competition,
adds ideological division and makes consensus more difficult to achieve. For the ma-
jority of the 1990s, governments had their allies and their opponents among the un-
ions; a situation which was perpetuated inside the ESC. The union movement was
fractured over the issue of the division of the assets of the former Communist union
movement. Only recently (after 2003) have the main union confederations been able
to overcome their ideological divisions and ambitions and stage common positions,
thus enhancing their voice in social dialogue (Preda, 2003). For the period under anal-
ysis in this article, however, the unions were too disunited to counterbalance the gov-
ernment position.

Slovakia
Slovak trade unions benefit from strong legislation which encourages and protects
their organisations. Items of legislation, such as acts on labour relations, acts on em-
ployment and acts on wages and social security, complement the basic constitutional
rights and ensure that trade unions form and function as organisations independent of
political bodies, focusing on the representation of labour interests.

The most important organisation of employees in Slovakia is the Confederation of
Trade Unions of the Slovak Republic (KOZ SR). KOZ is the only representative or-
ganisation of labour at the level of the country’s tripartite institution. Like its Czech

22 In 1999, the unions put forward a long list of demands and threatened a general strike if
they were not met. The list of demands was extremely comprehensive – from bread-and-
butter issues to political issues. The latter, which touched upon critical issues of economic
and social policy-making, were formulated in extremely broad terms which, in fact, left a
lot of space for dissension between the unions themselves. The general strike did not hap-
pen.

23 What they did achieve was more in terms of the extraction of certain benefits, like wage
increases or the postponement of certain decisions. ‘However, at the national level the la-
bour confederations tried to impose political, social and economic modifications. Not one
of these attempts succeeded. However, at the beginning at least, the pressure exercised by
the working class through the mediation of the unions was sufficiently large to make
those seeking power bow to them.’ (Pasti, 1995).
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counterpart, KOZ was careful to maintain its independence. In 1998 it did campaign
against Meciar’s party (HZSD), but it did so in co-operation with a broad range of
civil society organizations (Stein, 2001). After the electoral success of the opposition,
KOZ returned to its non-aligned attitude and became active only in issues related to
labour, mostly within CESA. If KOZ adopted non-political alignment as a:

Lasting principle of independence and legitimacy,’ (Stein, 2001)

the same cannot be said, however, of some of the trade union leaders who gained par-
liamentary status by running on party lists; once in parliament, they became less trade
unionists and more party members (Stein, 2001).

CESA, the tripartite body of the Slovak Republic, was created while the country
was still part of Czechoslovakia and was maintained after the 1993 break-up. CESA
resulted from a freely-entered agreement between unions, employers and the state to
recognise and respect each other’s individual and collective rights. CESA was based
on the mutual recognition of the legitimacy of the other partners. According to the
founding statute, CESA is an independent negotiating body which aims (through ne-
gotiation) to reach agreement and to make statements regarding basic economic, so-
cial, wage, labour law and employment issues (Machalikova, 1999). CESA’s conclu-
sions and statements take the form of recommendations to the government and
parliament. When decisions are approved by all represented parties, they are binding
on all members.

The union movement began under relatively favourable auspices – with a liberal
legislation which ensured the independence of trade unions from political encroach-
ment. After the Velvet Divorce, the Slovakian union movement maintained a roughly
unitary structure. Theoretically therefore, there was a good basis for active union in-
volvement in the public sphere and for the building of a constructive relationship with
the government. However, the Meciar government adopted an attitude of:

Systematic disregard of the unions and the tripartite council. (Ost, 2000)

According to CESA’s statute, the frequency of meetings between partners was in-
tended to be relatively flexible, stating that meetings would be held as necessary. Un-
der the Meciar government, ‘as necessary’ became increasingly rare as the govern-
ment kept postponing meetings. The government was not required to submit any
documents to the tripartite body. Therefore, when meetings did take place, given that
the government would not provide relevant information (Ost, 2000), the social part-
ners were thus stripped of the basic mechanisms with which to ask the government to
justify or explain the rationale for its decisions. In 1997, KOZ withdrew from CESA.

The coming to power of the opposition did not bring significant changes, apart
from the reinstatement of the tripartite body. The new 1999 law on economic and so-
cial partnership maintained the pattern of high recognition, but low effective power. It
codified the reconstituted CESA’s organisational setup and procedural rules, but it did
not require the government to submit legislation to parliament in line with the out-
come of negotiations – which left agreements reached through the ‘social dialogue’
subject to the will and ability of the government to implement them (Stein, 2001;
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Kohl and Platzer, 2004). That the Council’s decisions remained non-binding
prompted stark union criticism regarding the (potential) effectiveness of the Council. 

From its inception, tripartism in the Slovak Republic was based on the principle of
voluntary co-operation and the commitment of the parties to dialogue as a means of
resolving conflicts or finding solutions. The main drawback is that the lack of a legal
foundation which would codify rules of behaviour, rights and obligations, creates the
opportunity for the government to shortcut dialogue and impose unilateral solutions.24

Did the unions have, or use, other means to make the government accountable? A
strong legal basis for labour militancy did exist, but it was rarely used. ‘Warning
strikes’ and strike threats have been frequent, but sustained mobilisation has been
largely absent (Stein, 2001).25 The lack of effectiveness of these actions is evident in
that the Meciar government continued repeatedly to ignore union requests and to
break signed agreements. After the Meciar government was ousted from power, un-
ions became even more quiescent and, until 2002, no strike was recorded (Eurofound
2004d).26

From 1990 on, KOZ remained committed to tripartism as the means to resolve
conflicts and through which to press its demands, in spite of its relative ineffective-
ness. However, in 1997 it withdrew from tripartite negotiations (returning only in
1999, when the new government re-created the tripartite body). It might be argued
that the withdrawal was a reaction to the government’s non-cooperative attitude.
However, that the withdrawal did not come earlier suggests that the government’s at-
titude was not a strong enough cause. An alternative explanation suggests that the
KOZ withdrawal was determined by the government’s attempts to encroach upon the
tripartite body, which was perceived as a threat to unions’ credibility as representa-
tives of workers’ interests (Stein, 2001: 72). The new government re-instated the tri-
partite body, both at KOZ’s demand and under the pressure to ensure social cohesion
and acceptance for the tough measures needed to pull the economy out of the fiscal
and current account crisis in which the Meciar government had left it.

In spite of a visible weakening, the unity of Slovak labour contributed to the insti-
tutionalisation of tripartism and the creation of a legislative framework which ensures
a relatively good protection for labour. However, labour strength should not be over-
estimated. This overview of union-government interactions suggests that its successes
are largely the result of government goodwill and of a certain amount of international
pressure while only to a lesser extent are they the result of union actions.

Some concluding remarks
Eastern European trade unions are weak. Their weakness comes in various forms:
from a continuous loss of membership to toothless collective bargaining; and from
low and ineffectual strike action to minimal influence over public policy.27 In spite of
this weakness, it is considered by many that unions still have something to say. The

24 As of December 2004, the tripartite institution in Slovakia has a legal basis.
25 By the end of 1997, only 34 strikes had been recorded (1991 – 21; 1992 – 5; 1993 – 1;

1994 – 1; 1997-6). (Eurofound, 2004 SK).
26 In 2001, a two-hour strike was cancelled due to a lack of preparedness (Eurofound,

2004d).
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institutional and legal structures created around unions that are meant to empower
them are modelled after neo-corporatist western institutions.

Two powerful contemporary discourses – the neo-corporatist and that of the role
of civil society – attribute new roles to trade unions: they are expected not only to take
care of the bread-and-butter issues of labour but also to become more involved in pol-
icy-making and decision-making, increasingly acting as a counterbalance to the gov-
ernment. They are being asked to be more active as actors involved in horizontal ac-
countability. But can unions be the strong accounting actors they are expected to be?
This is the central question explored by this article.

In order to answer it, on the basis of the literature on accountability, several condi-
tions which enable a given institutional actor to be an effective accounting actor were
identified. Briefly, if trade unions are to be effective accounting actors, they have:
■ to be independent of the government
■ to interact with the government in a formal setting which specifies the conditions

of account giving
■ to receive as complete a set of information as possible
■ to be regarded as legitimate by, and be relatively equal to, the accountable actor
■ to be able to inflict some sort of punishment if the account giving is not satisfac-

tory.
This article examined trade unions in Bulgaria, Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland,

Romania and Slovakia.
In each of these countries, the independence of trade unions is guaranteed and pro-

tected by the constitution. Often, unions have developed links with political parties in
order to stay in the public eye, to have their demands fulfilled when their allies are in
power and, last but not least, to secure the careers of union leaders. However, there
are degrees of the political implication of unions: in the Czech Republic and Slovak
Republic, unions maintained their independence; in Hungary and Bulgaria, they be-
came highly politicised in the first years of transformation before subsequently sof-
tening their political character; and in Romania and Poland, unions are still highly di-
vided on ideological grounds and, most importantly, have been part of government. In
Poland, especially, it was difficult for many years to separate Solidarity-the union
from Solidarity-the party. Heavy politicisation has a double negative impact on un-
ions as accounting actors: on the one hand, they are too close to the political sphere to
be impartial observers or analysts; on the other hand, politicisation means the division
of unions along ideological lines, which weakens the union movement vis-à-vis the
government.

The second condition referred to the formal framework within which the ex-
change between unions and the government takes place. Such institutions exist in all
the countries analysed – the tripartite bodies – with these being created explicitly to
put the social partners and the government face-to-face; they provide the space within
which the government and the social partners deliberate, negotiate and make deci-
sions regarding public policies and development strategies.

27 However, the inability of unions to ensure that their members do not lose their jobs or re-
ceive higher salaries should not be considered a clear sign of their weakness; rather, it is a
sign of the strength of the crisis/recession and the constraints it puts on the government.
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This condition is only partly met in each of the countries examined in this article.
The first problem is that the results of the discussions in the tripartite body are not
binding on the government; the input of the social partners is only advisory and/or
consultative. The second problem is that the tripartite bodies are not conceived as
places in which the representatives of the government report regularly on policies
and/or strategies. At best, they provide ex ante justifications for draft proposals or
plans. The only place where the government can be asked to give account ex post and
ex ante is parliament. In three cases (Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia), the tri-
partite institution is based on voluntary agreement between the parties involved and
on their ‘goodwill’. This reads well in statements of intent, but the absence of legal
bindings allows the stronger actors (q.v. governments) to alter interactions at will. In
cases where a law on the tripartite institutions does exist (Bulgaria, Poland and Roma-
nia), it does not regulate the parties’ rights and obligations and does not stipulate
‘punishment’ for misbehaviour. Therefore, even in these cases, the quality of interac-
tion depends on the ‘goodwill’ of the partners. In sum, the tripartite institutions do not
provide a proper formal framework in which unions may behave as accounting actors.

The third condition referred to is the exchange of information between unions and
government. The common denominator of all the six countries is the inadequate cir-
culation of information. All the unions complain about the government not providing
them with appropriate and complete information. Sometimes, governments have by-
passed the tripartite body, cutting out even the ex ante justification of actions to the
social partners. It is not possible to argue that governments have displayed a perma-
nently non-cooperative attitude, but an incomplete and inconstant flow of information
clearly does incapacitate unions in their role as accounting actors.

The balance of power is biased ab initio in favour of the government, on several
accounts: unions are physically weak; the government has the advantage of being a
state institution; and tripartism is, in most cases, government-initiated. However, un-
ions can – at least theoretically – function as a counterbalance if they present a united
front. Among the unions in the countries analysed here, only CMKOS (Czech Repub-
lic) and KOZ (Slovakia) have a unitary stance. In Poland and Bulgaria, the union
scene is bipolar but, for most of the period, the two unions have adopted a confronta-
tional attitude towards each other. The same was true of the pluralist structure of the
union movements in Romania and Hungary. It is equally true that the unions in these
last four cases have recently diminished their ideological or partisan positions in order
to co-operate more and to speak with the same voice to the government. However, for
the period under analysis, more confrontation and less co-operation was the attitude
of the unions towards each other, which weakened their ability to focus on the gov-
ernment and its actions.

Last but not least, the paper looked at the ability of unions to punish any non-co-
operative attitude on the part of the government. Unions have used their rights and
abilities to organise and co-ordinate social protests but, as a rule, these have reflected
the disunity of union movements: most of the protests were organised in response to
local problems and only rarely unions have co-ordinated their efforts. Unions have
also often used the mass media to attract attention to certain policies or decisions. One
could generously equate such actions with ex post criticism of the direction of re-
forms, but it is clear that they scarcely convinced governments to fine tune their poli-
cies, as Stark and Bruszt expected them to do, or to change their attitude in interac-

https://doi.org/10.5771/1435-2869-2007-4-83
Generiert durch IP '18.118.31.107', am 21.05.2024, 09:02:27.

Das Erstellen und Weitergeben von Kopien dieses PDFs ist nicht zulässig.

https://doi.org/10.5771/1435-2869-2007-4-83


Romana Careja

102 South-East Europe Review 4/2007

tions with the social partners. The most they were able to do was to postpone some
policy steps, to extract additional resources, to increase unions’ public visibility and
to erode the public support of the governing parties.28 However, it is not clear (and
with the data at hand it cannot be proved) whether unions’ actions undermined gov-
ernments’ image to the point of determining electoral defeat. Nevertheless, the issue
is not whether unions can resort to some ‘punitive’ measures; obviously they can. The
problem is whether their actions have the expected effect on government or not. Does
it make the government ‘behave better’ in the next round of decision-making, or not?
The information available so far, at least for the period analysed by this article, sug-
gests a negative answer: governments have continued their policies and maintained
relatively non-cooperative attitudes.

To sum up, this article argued that eastern European trade unions are not effective
accounting actors. Unions present themselves as willing to take on more active roles
in policy-making, but they cannot do so largely as a result of the constraints of the in-
stitutional framework. The tripartite bodies established in this direction have created
the space in which labour demands may be brought to the political level but, at the
same time, they constrain the ways in which labour representatives are able to partici-
pate in policy-making. The tripartite bodies have not been established to enhance the
accountability of governments; at best, one can see them as fora in which govern-
ments have the opportunity to justify certain decisions, thereby ensuring a ‘soft ac-
countability’. These findings confirm Offe’s assertion that neo-corporatism imposes a
political trade-off on social actors: in exchange for official recognition and privileged
access to the centres of the state’s decision-making powers, an organised interest
group accepts limitations on the scope and content of its demands and on its tactics
(1981).29

However, the present analysis suggests a reason for the lack of effectiveness of the
accountability relationship: the very limitations of the institutional framework itself.
An analysis of the functioning of these institutions suggests that all they do is create
the impression of a similarity to the prescribed solutions coming out of theories and
from western practices. They seem to be a space in which government justifies its
choices, a place in which negotiations take place and in which policies are created.
However, these institutions have been created by eastern European governments to
serve their own purposes: the need to obtain acquiescence for reforms and social
peace from the social partners, and a recognition of the fulfilling of certain standards
of the international organisations. Therefore, eastern European unions are able to hold
governments accountable only as far as the governments themselves want to be so.
And this is a far cry from the unions being accounting actors.

28 It is not seldom that governments who felt that they have lost public support have in-
creased social expenditure in the year/months prior to elections (OECD, various years).

29 Offe labels this effect ‘neo-corporatist depoliticisation’ and observes that its effect is
asymmetrical with respect to different types of organised interests: by determining that
working class organisations moderate their demands and adopt a ‘responsible’ attitude,
neo-corporatism restrains union power more than it does that of employer associations,
whose power does not reside in organisation (Offe, 1981).
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