
 

 

The European Council fails to agree on a response to the coronavirus and Labour Rights are 
under attack! 

It is with great preoccupation that we receive the news of Thursday’s meeting. As infections and 
deaths rise in Europe and Health Systems are increasingly saturated, the European Council failed 
again to provide a united response to the situation. Moreover, the position of some member 
states showed that little has been learnt since the 2008 crisis.  

While we welcome the decisions on joint procurement of medical products and the steps taken 
to ensure normal flow of protective material and the needs of cross-border workers, the part of 
socio-economic measures is still lacking. Now, more than ever, an agreement is necessary 
providing a common debt solution, such as the so-called coronabonds, to allow member states 
to finance the necessary measures to protect their citizens and economies.   

The coronavirus knows nothing of borders, and it is a common threat first and foremost to the 
lives of our citizens. But the problem is larger, as the needed response will likely drain member 
states’ resources and send the EU into recession. The arguments for austerity and fiscal restraint, 
rejecting solidarity at EU level, brought a decade of scarce economic growth, poverty, mounting 
inequality and rising populism. Another attempt of this will directly endanger the survival of the 
European Union and condemn to death dozens of thousands of people. 

 

At the same time, as the COVID-19 crisis continues to escalate across Europe, the Workers' 
Group of the European Economic and Social Committee is extremely concerned to hear that 
attacks on collective bargaining and workers' rights are taking place in a few Member States. 
We are particularly alarmed by the situation in Croatia, the current holders of the European 
Union Presidency, where the government is proposing emergency legislation to deal with 
COVID-19, which would curtail key labour and social rights. Some of the measures proposed 
would effectively suspend collective bargaining and allow employers to take unilateral decisions 
to cut workers' pay and other terms and conditions. The Workers' Group is also aware that in 
Italy, where the government and the social partners have reached an agreement for 
unemployment benefits for workers who cannot work during the COVID-19 crisis to be decided 
by collective bargaining, far right politicians have called for the suspension of such collective 
bargaining.    

The Workers' Group strongly condemns such actions. At a time when many governments are 
working constructively with the social partners to find constructive joint solutions to address 
the unprecedented challenges facing our healthcare systems, jobs and economies, the actions 
of the Croatian government are the exact opposite of what is needed. There are numerous 



examples of how through bipartite and tripartite social dialogue, trade unions and employers 
are working together and with their governments to implement measures that will protect 
people, safeguard jobs and wages, ensure support for health and other essential public service 
workers, as well as for businesses and enterprises during this dramatic time.  

Responding to the COVID-19 pandemic is a major test of our times. While recognising that 
governments may need to adopt emergency measures to deal with the impacts of the 
pandemic, the Workers' Group stresses the need for all governments to respect human and 
fundamental rights, including workers' and trade union rights. Now is the time for solidarity 
and working together. This is the only way that we will defeat this pandemic.  

 

 

 

 


