


Minister of Labour of the Slovak Republic,
President of ECOSOC,
Representatives of national ESCs,
Ladies and gentlemen,
Distinguished guests,
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I am pleased to welcome you to the annual meeting of presidents and secretaries-general of the national economic and social councils of the EU which is taking place today and tomorrow in Bratislava. 
I am honoured that you have chosen Bratislava as the venue for our meeting. Bratislava is one of Europe’s youngest capital cities. Yet it is also a place with a rich history - a free city where kings and queens were crowned and which has seen both growth and decline over the course of its existence.  Until 1919, the city was called Prešporok (aka Poszony or Pressburg) and until the Second World War as many as three languages were still spoken in Bratislava: German, Hungarian and Slovak. The mix of cultures and peoples in the city has left its mark not only on the language, but also on the customs, food and lifestyle. After the First World War, Bratislava became part of the newly formed Czechoslovakia. In 1993, a separate Slovak Republic was established, with Bratislava as its capital. Today, Bratislava is a fast-growing city and the political, commercial and educational centre of Slovakia. Many tourists, businesspeople and investors come to Bratislava, attracted by the mystery of an old and unknown city as well as its lively atmosphere, which is mainly thanks to the young people who live there.
Will Bratislava play host to a discussion on the future of Europe? Will we also talk about the kind of Europe we would like to see? What are the prospects for income convergence in Europe? All this will be accompanied by a focus on restoring European citizens’ trust, by means of a positive project for Europe's workers. 
We cannot close our eyes to the fact that, in present-day Europe, confidence in the Member States' shared project has fallen. Trade unions across Europe point to the fact that austerity measures, wage dumping and social fragmentation have led to fear, uncertainty and stress among workers. Who else, I venture to ask, apart from trade unionists has the moral right and duty not only to highlight, but also to help meet the need to bring real improvements to workers' daily lives? 

Slovakia has been a member of the European Union for 14 years, and of the euro area for 9 years. We are part of the EU, we have rights and responsibilities and we operate in the common market. But do we have European wages? The level of wages not only in Slovakia, but also in the Czech Republic, Poland and Hungary, lags far behind that of western Europe. While economic indicators thrive, wage levels are struggling to keep pace. 

If we look at the rise in average incomes since 2004, we see that in all these countries wages have increased by 70%. This is an impressive figure. The old Member States have grown at a much slower pace. However, even this high growth rate is not sufficient. While the average wage in the EU is approaching EUR 3 000 per month, wages in the new Member States are barely a third of that amount. The differences are huge.

In order to ensure high-quality and sustainable growth in future, economic decisions must not reflect investors' needs at all costs. They must be geared towards the wishes and needs of people, the right to decent remuneration for their work, and their entitlement to better social standards and thus to a higher quality of life.

It is widely known that many foreign investors came to Slovakia because of the relatively low costs, high-quality workforce and some degree of tax relief. Every time wages are negotiated, whether this entails an increase within the framework of collective bargaining or a rise in the minimum wage, we are faced with the criticism that businesses will close their operations and move abroad to find a cheaper workforce. In other words, employers themselves acknowledge that our workers are cheap and they do not want to do anything to change this, regardless of whether they are making a profit or not. Most wage increases do not result in businesses going bankrupt, but rather in lower profits, which are often exported abroad.

Slovakia was considered to be a European tiger and its GDP growth today is the third fastest among EU countries. But have we caught up with EU countries in terms of wages? If our economy is as successful as we are led to believe, then why are people struggling to live on their incomes? 
Unfortunately, it has yet to be proven that GDP growth also brings wage growth. To be more specific, while average wages have been growing in Slovakia, GDP growth has yet to deliver an adequate rise in incomes that also reflects Slovak employees' productivity and the quality of their work.

But how can average earnings be increased? Clearly, the answer lies in collective bargaining. The stronger trade unions are, the more successful they are at negotiating. In the case of employers where there is an active trade union, wages are up to 21% higher than in places where there are no trade unions. We also see this in the extension of collective agreements which, within the framework of wage bargaining, help raise earnings across entire sectors. In countries with strong trade unions, collective bargaining is used to ensure such sector-based wages and there is no need for a statutory adjustment of the minimum wage. 
Dear friends,
how can we move forward in a common Europe? How can we support greater income convergence particularly between the eastern and western parts of the EU? How can we strengthen social dialogue and what can we accomplish through this? I believe that your negotiations and the subsequent discussions you hold could provide the answers to these questions.

As I said at the beginning, Slovakia has been a member of the European Union for 14 years. That is not a long period, but neither is it short. We have achieved a lot but there is still room for improvement. I see major potential for strong wage growth for our workers in the near future.

I am an optimist, and so I believe that, in terms of wages, our region will be able to progress more quickly towards “European standards”, as we managed to do in all other areas, such as economic growth and the productivity of our workers.

It is now time to get rid of this discrepancy.

We deserve a European wage for a European job.
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