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Editorial

A 
gora continues to evolve. The last issue 
of your magazine sported a fresh look; 
now it is time for a new editorial concept. 
From now on, each issue of Agora will 
focus on a specific theme chosen for its 

relevance to European and international public 
services and, of course, for its topicality. In this way 
we hope to meet your information needs. Please 
do not hesitate to let us know your thoughts on 
the magazine, for example on our Facebook page  
https://www.facebook.com/UnionSyndicaleFederale 
or by sending us an email: web@unionsyndicale.eu.

 
In this first revamped issue we report on growing 
job insecurity. 
 
Two popular targets for the austerity measures in 
Europe in recent decades have consistently been :

• the public sector, under constant challenge from 
the trend towards privatisation;

• the security of full-time, permanent employ-
ment.

As a result, the civil service has declined throughout 
the Member States at national, regional and 
local levels, in public enterprises, and also at 
international level; a civil service that was once 
considered indispensable to ensure the impartiality, 
independence, competence and continuity of public 
policy. Large numbers of civil service posts have 
been replaced by precarious, fixed-term jobs with 
a lower level of protection, or simply by private-law 
employment contracts, whether in local authorities, 
hospitals, schools, railways, or at the European 
Commission.

That obviously has massive consequences for 
the employees concerned. They never know what 
tomorrow may bring; they can no longer plan for the 
future or build a life for themselves; is it sensible and 
practicable to ask for a loan from the bank, or to have 
children? You can read several personal accounts in 
this issue.

Yet the consequences are just as disastrous for the 
public sector itself. Its continuity is undermined if 

qualified staff are unable to stay. It can no longer 
expect the same level of loyalty from its employees, 
and it is no longer as attractive for the best and 
brightest talent.

That is not what European citizens want.

It is not surprising that the European and international 
civil service has not been able to escape this general 
trend; liberal policies have been embraced by 
europhobic and nationalist movements with the aim 
of breaking up the ‘Brussels bureaucracy’.

Yet the European and international civil service 
actually needs more independence and impartiality 
in the face of powerful national interests and highly 
vocal lobbies promoting their commercial interests. 
When employees of the European institutions and 
other international bodies are no longer protected 
- by the permanent nature of their employment, 
among other things - there is no protection from 
vested interests. The European enterprise depends 
heavily on its civil service, which upholds the general 
European interest.

Deteriorating employment conditions in the 
European civil service jeopardise the European 
project. 

Unfortunately, colleagues with precarious jobs face 
discrimination which goes far beyond fixed-term 
contracts. These colleagues are much less well paid 
for the same work; they are often excluded from 
career development opportunities (or progression 
is far slower); more often than not job mobility is 
restricted. Union Syndicale takes the view that this 
is unlawful discrimination.

We invite you to read the personal accounts of 
employees with precarious jobs and the reports on 
what is happening in our civil service:

• an increasing number of precarious jobs in the 
European institutions over the last fifteen years 
- far more than legally allowed.

• the transfer of responsibilities to a myriad of 
agencies and offices - employers who can’t even 
remember the meaning of the word ‘official’.

• at the European Schools, the ratio of chargés de 
cours (locally recruited teachers) to civil servants 
on secondment is continually increasing. These 
are highly precarious jobs, with much lower pay, 
providing considerably lower-quality teaching.

• the Council of Europe does not offer any new 
permanent contracts at all.

However, we also tell you what Union Syndicale can 
do:

A report on our successful battle with the European 
Central Bank to halt a further deterioration in job 
stability.

An article on the practical assistance that Union 
Syndicale can provide to precarious employees.

Union Syndicale defends the European idea and the 
European project with all its might, and thus also 
defends Europe’s main driving force, the European 
civil service. It needs secure jobs. Join us, support us 
and together we will defend quality jobs and Europe.

Dr. Bernd Loescher
General Secretariat of the Council of the European Union

President of Union Syndicale Fédérale
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Precarity can be defined as a height-
ened level of insecurity about the 
possibility to find an acceptable 

living situation in a near future. It is by its 
nature a subjective and a relative assess-
ment of a situation with reference to an 
‘acceptable’ situation in a given context 
or society. Precarity describes a condi-
tion of existence without predictability or 
security, affecting material or psychologi-
cal welfare. Members are only partially 
involved in labour and must undertake 
extensive often unremunerated activi-
ties that are essential if they are to retain 
access to jobs and to decent earnings.

Guy Standing (2011, p.  7) describes the 
victims of these events as the ‘precariat’, 
a term combining ‘precarious’ and ‘prole-
tariat’ that encompasses temporary 
workers, casual workers and the working 
poor1 . The word ‘precariat’ started to be 
used in English around the turn of the 
century and its use increased ever since. 
Google trends show peaks in November 
2004 and April 2013 and is high in search 
terms on the search engine ever since. 
The word ‘precariat’ has been looked 
up mostly in the aftermath of the Great 
Recession. The word is often used by 
the global justice movement (sometimes 
identified with anti-globalization) activists 
(Marches Européennes contre le chômage, 
la précarité et les exclusions / European 
Marches against unemployment, precar-
ity and social exclusion), and also in EU 
official reports on social welfare which 
include the term.

Precarity is not the same as poor working 
conditions or low income work. Instead, 
as made clear above, the emphasis is on 
the outlook with respect to the profes-
sional development, the future career and 
chances of improving ones life chances. 
Examples of unusual occupations where 

1 “The precariat could be described as a neologism 
that combines an adjective ‘precarious’ and a 
related noun ‘proletariat’.[…]. We may claim that 
the precariat is a class-in-the-making, if not yet a 
class-for-itself, in the Marxian sense of that term “ 
(Standing, 2011,p. 7).

precarious working conditions2 are 
frequent nowadays are airline pilots who 
find themselves more and more frequently 
in employment situations of zero hour 
contracts and an uncertain employment 
future. This has most recently become an 
issue for pilots of Ryanair. The airline has 
lost 140 of its pilots who left the carrier 
because of precarious working conditions. 
Other examples include office workers 
working as symbolic analysts for service 
providers, university teachers and even 
assistant doctors in hospitals. All things 
considered these represent occupa-
tions that no one in the first place would 
equate with poor employment conditions, 
contingency work or in-work poverty. But 
looking closer, one becomes aware that 
many pilots, office workers and university 
teachers are precarious workers.

Guy Standing (2011: pp. 26ff). blames global-
isation for having plunged more and more 
people into the precariat, which he analyses 
as a new emerging social class3. According 
to Standing, the precariat not only suffer 
from job insecurity but due to workfare 
social policies they also suffer identity prob-
lems and lack of control over their own time 
and even free movement in some countries. 
Standing also predicts that if politicians fail 

2 See the Guardian, 21 March 2016: From a pilot to 
an ambulance driver, zero-hours contract workers 
speak out. Available on-line at https://www.theguard-
ian.com/commentisfree/2016/mar/21/zero-hours-
contract-workers-speak-out. (accessed 23 October 
2107).

3 Standing states that a “central aspect of globalisa-
tion can be summed up in one intimidating word, 
‘commodification’. This involves treating everything 
as a commodity, to be bought and sold, subject to 
market forces, with prices set by demand and supply, 
without effective ‘agency’ (a capacity to resist)”, 
(2011: p. 26).

to take the necessary decisions, it will lead 
to a wave of anger and violence and the rise 
of far-right parties. The so-called Identitar-
ian Movement4  has its origins in the blatant 
dissatisfaction of young Europeans with 
economic developments and the ruling 
classes.

The connection between the discontented 
and their political impacts is not new: 
Hannah Arendt drew attention to the 
contemporary society becoming atomized, 
with individuals being uprooted and having 
to confront the sense that they are losing 
their identity5 and sense of belongingness 
(see e.g. Arendt 1952, pp. 332ff). Pietro 
Ignazi warned of a silent counter-revolution 
in the 1990s (Ignazi, 1992). The Identitarian 
Movement presents itself as an attempt to 
get back to the roots, to the identity that we 
have been losing because of globalisation 
and capitalism.

The precariat class is created by the needs of 
a neoliberal economic order, where compa-

4 The Identitarian movement is a white nationalist 
movement originating in France. The identitarians 
began as a youth movement deriving from the French 
Nouvelle Droite, the Génération Identitaire and the 
anti-Zionist Unité Radicale (see http://www.dw.com/
en/identitarian-movement-germanys-new-right-
hipsters/a-39383124).

5 Arendt writes: “Activism, moreover, seemed to 
provide new answers to the old and troublesome 
question, “Who am I?” which always appears with 
redoubled persistence in times of crisis”. If society 
insisted, “You are what you appear to be”, postwar 
activism replied: “You are what you have done” […] 
terrorism had become a kind of philosophy through 
which to express frustration, resentment, and blind 
hatred, a kind of political expressionism which used 
bombs to express oneself, which watched delight-
edly the publicity given to resounding deeds and 
was absolutely willing to pay the price of life for 
having succeeded in forcing the recognition of one’s 
existence on the normal strata of society”, 1952, pp. 
331-332.

nies are subject to a highly dynamic envi-
ronment. The decision whether to “make 
or buy” is made more often than in the past 
and it gives rise to increasing outsourcing of 
activities which in turn leads to an increase 
in the numbers of persons in a “second-
ary sector” and “dual labour” market with 
less advantageous working conditions, pay 
and contracts, to say the least. But even 
before outsourcing takes place, certain 
activities are likely to be done by workers 
(often interns, trainees, and fixed-term or 
temporary agency workers) that do not 
have the same working conditions as their 
counterparts. They often have one or more 
of the following: fixed-term contracts, lower 
wages, less pension entitlements, fewer 
opportunities to train, lower chances to 
have their contracts renewed or to be made 
permanent, no career progression etc.

Often the status of precariat is the outcome 
of a business strategy to radically maximize 
profits on the back of employees. When 
shareholder value is regarded as superior 
to the mid-range or long-term economic 
success of the company, savings are bound 
to hurt employees with a whole series 
of bad impacts on the workforce, raising 
levels of turnover etc. It is believed by crit-
ics of neo-liberalism that the widespread 
condition of temporary, flexible, contingent, 
casual, intermittent work in post-industrial 
societies was brought about by the neolib-
eral labour market reforms that have 
strengthened management and weakened 
the bargaining power of employees since 
the late 1970s. Such labour market reforms 
were initially intended to bring more people 
into employment but have actually given 
rise to a new industrial reserve army totally 
dependent on the goodwill of employers.

Traditional ways of working are being chal-
lenged by a new powerful development: 
the so called gig economy6  materializing 
through activities by the likes of Deliveroo 
and Uber is often talked about as “disrup-
tion” of standard working relationships, 
using digital technology to transform busi-
ness practices and reaching higher levels 
of customer satisfaction. Taking the most 
recent developments in business practices 
alongside a robotics revolution at the door-
step and political developments in major 
western countries, things are certainly not 
going to get any better soon.

In the past the group of workers subjected 
to precarious working conditions was more 
homogenous: the low qualified, day labour-
ers, minorities, labour market entrants, 
migrants, aged workers unable toget a job 
in the primary sector after being laid off, 
women re-joining the labour market after 
child rearing. Today the groups with precari-
ous jobs are becoming more and more 
heterogeneous. There are still substantial 
differences in the likelihood of precarity. 
Thus: women are more likely to be in a 
precarious job. The likelihood of precar-
ity decreases with age but not for women. 
Further, precariousness is much higher in 
the private sector than in the public sector.

Precarity in the public sector

The public sector, once the bastion of safe 
and stable jobs, with good income and 
pension entitlements, has now also intro-
duced a second tier of labour offering either 
no permanent jobs or barely any career 
perspectives. The justification as to why 
administrations must provide low-level jobs 
are often made with reference to tax payer’s 
money, government saving and that the 
state should not offer jobs that are seen as 
superior to what the private sector offers.

Recent figures show that the vast majority 
of working age adults (>80%) across the 
private and public sectors work in regular 
jobs, that is to say jobs that are perma-
nent and offer either job security or a high 
level of earnings. The two latter are seen 
as compensating differentials: i.e. top-
management posts are mostly temporary 
jobs but highly rewarded while high-level 
professionals have a lower wage level but a 
higher level of job security. While over 80% 
of workers in the private sector are working 
in regular jobs (with a permanent contract), 

6  The gig economy is a labour market character-
ized by the prevalence of short-term contracts or 
freelance work as opposed to permanent jobs.

the figure in the public sector is close to 
90%.

Precarious work as described here is 
defined as workers having a fixed-term 
contract who are either on very low pay 
or are at risk of being laid off within the 
next six month, or both at the same time. 
The proportion of those in such a precari-
ous work situation was 17% in the private 
sector and 11% in the public sector in 2011, 
according to the data of the European Qual-
ity of Life Survey produced by Eurofound7 . 
The figures have dropped from 2007 to 2011 
by 8 percentage points in the private but only 
4 in the public sector8. Nevertheless about 
one worker in five in Europe is part of the 
precariat today but less in the public sector 
than in the private sector.
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Source: Eurofound European Quality of Life Survey 
2007 and 20119.  The figures for 2016 are not yet 
published.

At the European Commission however, 
where the overall workforce levels are 
declining with minus 410 posts from 2015 to 
2016, also most function groups are declin-
ing with the notable exception of contract 
agents and fixed-term temporary agents. 
Contract agents have arguably the most 
precarious employment contracts at the EU 
commission as their contracts are by default 
fixed (except in FG I); additional exceptions 
apply at DG DEVCO as well at Commission 
offices10 , and their levels of income are 
modest compared to the salary schemes 
and pension entitlements applicable for 
Commission officials and temporary agents.

7 https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/surveys/
european-quality-of-life-surveys/european-quality-
of-life-survey-2016.

8 The data for the year 2016 is not available yet to a 
wider public, but the decreasing trend appear to have 
continued.

9  See website https://www.eurofound.europa.eu/
surveys/european-quality-of-life-surveys for more 
details on the data.

10 Such as the Office for Infrastructure and Logistics 
in Brussels (OIB) or the Paymaster Office (PMO).

Precarious work in 
the public sector
WHAT IS PRECARIOUS WORK
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Function group and grades 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 ppt. change

Eurofound

AD officials 8 8 8 8 8 0.38%

AD TA 42 42 43 43 42 2.01%

AST officials 11 11 10 10 8 -2.23%

AST TA 40 40 38 36 37 -0.84%

Contract agents 14 14 14 14 14 0.67%

Total 115 115 113 111 109 -5.22%
Cedefop

AD officials 7 7 6 5 4 -2.40%

AD TA 42 44 42 43 42 0.88%

AST officials 14 12 12 12 12 -1.40%

AST TA 35 35 35 34 34 -0.11%

Contract agents 23 23 23 25 26 3.03%

Total 121 121 118 119 118 -2.48%
EU-OSHA

AD TA/officials 24 24 23 22 24 0.00%

AST TA/officials 18 18 17 17 18 0.00%

Contract agents 24 24 24 24 24 0.00%

Total 66 66 64 63 66 0.00%
Eurojust

AD TA 81 77 80 83 2.87%

AST TA 132 132 125 120 -1.17%

Contract agents 32 26 15 23 -2.62%

SNE 35 35 35 35 0.91%

Total 280 270 255 261 -6.79%

Annual establishment plans for agencies 
that are affiliated as member organiza-
tions with USF. The numbers are published 
on the website for each agency and as part 
of the annual accounts. The positions in 
the establishment plan are not equivalent 
to the real number of staff, but are close 
in general.

At the CEDEFOP agency in Thessaloniki, 
the reduction of staff was close to 3% by 
the end of 2016 while both AST and AD 
grade officials were reduced. Also AST 
temporary agent posts were reduced by 
one. The agency has only added three 
contract agents since 2012.

EU OSHA in Bilbao has had almost no 
changes in their staff structure since 
2012. It is also the agency with the highest 
share of contract agents which represent 
over one third of staff (while in other agen-
cies they represent less than 20%).

Finally at Eurojust, the staff has been 
reduced by nearly 8% over time, but the 
reductions were mostly AST temporary 
agents as the agency does not employ any 
officials. The agency has added six new AD 
temporary agents since 2014 while reducing 
the staff by 9 contract agents since 2013. The 
specific staff characteristic of Eurojust are 
its seconded national experts (SNE), legal 
experts from Member States that represent 
about 13% of staff at Eurojust.

The trend in half the agencies affiliated 
with USF is therefore similar to what 
is happening at the Commission level: 
permanent AST posts and in some cases 
AD posts are reduced while the number 
of contract agents increases. In particular 
official posts in agencies are not replaced.

Legal issues

The discussion of the advantages and 
disadvantages of fixed term contracts 
compared to permanent employment 
contracts is neither new, nor specific 
for the EU. While in general a certain 
level of flexibility is needed for nearly all 
organizations, the standard seems still 
to be hiring employees on permanent 
contracts. From the employer’s point of 
view, fixed term contracts have a number 
of legal advantages:

- a fixed end date, allowing to termi-
nate the contract without having to 
go through complicated dismissal 
procedures;

- flexibility as regards the employment 
of staff for a determined period of 
time, etc.;

- for the EU administration,  two 
more elements should be taken into 
account: avoiding pension liabilities 
and, as far as contract agents are 
concerned, a large freedom regarding 
the recruitment procedure and clas-
sification.

The fact that non-permanent staff creates 
problems as far as the maintaining of 
expertise and loyalty to the organization 
is concerned, is often regarded as an 
acceptable risk. As very often employers 
hire fixed-term contracted staff for addi-
tional and changing tasks, no core knowl-
edge or skills are wasted when contracts 
end. The situation is of course different 
for core tasks where employers always 
prefer to keep a highly skilled, motivated 
and updated permanent workforce. As a 
consequence, the negative consequences 
of fixed term contracts are almost entirely 
for the employee:

- uncertainty about future income;
- problems getting a mortgage;
- difficulties to plan important deci-

sions, etc.

In EU institutions these problems are 
aggravated because many staff with 
fixed term contracts are often expats, so 
losing employment impacts your health 
insurance, your right of residence which 
is a very different situation to when an 

employee is at home, the ability to keep up 
a network of friends and relatives. To find 
oneself alone in a foreign country with-
out health insurance, outside the social 
assistance support structure, with no 
network of acqaintances, and overquali-
fied for most jobs is probably the most 
precarious situation that can be imagined. 
For this reason it would be advisable that 
European institutions do not make use of 
precarious work contracts at all with the 
exception of interims, traineeships and 
local temporary agency workers.

It should also be mentioned that most 
institutions do not give contracts for the full 
period foreseen in the Staff Regulations 
(six years), but first three subsequent one 
year contracts, adding to the uncertainty 
of the staff member concerned. In some 
agencies it now seems to be standard 
procedure to hire contract agents and to 
offer them a fixed-term temporary agent 
contract before (possibly) renewing their 
contract to make it a permanent contract 
after a ‘trial period’ of up to ten years. 
To our knowledge no agency is currently 
hiring staff on a permanent basis any 
more. And moreover, where agencies in 
the nineties were recruiting experts at 
AD7 level, the recruitment was done at 
AD5 level in the 2000s and is now at the 
level of contract agent FGIV at best. The 
difference in salary between an AD7 and 
a FGIV (net) are 1700 Euros, and it is 800 
Euros between AD5 and FGIV. The impact 
on pension rights in the long-term is even 
more severe.

Evolution of EU Commission staff 2015-2016

2015 2016 Difference
Funtions (Groups) N pct N pct N pct
Senior Managers 348 1.1% 359 1.1% 11 0.05%
Middle Managers 1119 3.4% 1089 3.3% -30 -0.05%
Officials (AD) 11642 35.3% 11541 35.5% -101 0.15%
Temporary Agents (AD) 523 1.6% 491 1.5% -32 -0.08%
Officials (AST) 9134 27.7% 8685 26.7% -449 -1.02%
Temporary Agents (AST) 81 0.2% 223 0.7% 142 0.44%
Officials (AST/SC) 338 1.0% 237 0.7% -101 -0.30%
Temporary Staff (AST/SC) 223 0.7% 207 0.6% -16 -0.04%
Contract agents 6637 20.1% 7054 21.7% 417 1.54%
Others 2921 8.9% 2660 8.2% -261 -0.69%
Total 32966 100.0% 32546 100.0% -420

Note: European Commission 2017 HR Key Figures and European Commission 2016 HR Key Figures.

Contract agents have increased by 1.5% 
from 2015 to 2016 while the number of 
permanent staff, in particular officials 
has declined in the same period (with the 
exception of AD officials, slightly increas-
ing by 0.15%). The evolution of staff at 
the European Commission seems to be 
in contrary motion to what is happening 
in most Members States’ public sectors. 
Also the share of contract agents at the 
Commission is twice as high, 22% versus 
11%, as precarious work in the other 
public services across Europe. The evolu-
tion of the staff structures at the Commis-
sion level seems clearly to replace AST 
grade officials by contract agents.

Situation in decentralized agencies

The evolution of staffing in agencies is 
comparable to what is happening at the 
Commission. But in addition to the struc-
tural changes of the staff, agencies had 
to reduce their number of staff by up to 
10% in line with the political agreement 
on the 2014-2020 Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF). Some of the agencies 
mentioned below have reduced their staff 
as foreseen in the establishment plan by 
around 6%, others have not. The target of 
10% is to be reached by the end of 2018.

At Eurofound, the agency for the improve-
ment of living and working conditions in 

Dublin, the cut of 5% was implemented by 
the end of 2016. Further cuts were done 
in 2017. Cuts were exclusively AST grade 
officials and temporary agents. However 
the number of contract agents has stayed 
the same. The percentage point change 
is calculated by comparing the share of 
staff in each grade for the year 2012 and 
2016. Even though officials’ share among 
the staff has increased by 0.38% this 
is a statistical artefact given a reduced 
number of staff in 2016 and no change in 
the absolute number of officials. It is also 
noteworthy that Eurofound had around 
20% official posts and a number of these 
stayed vacant over the years.
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The special case of Executive 
Agencies

There are currently six Executive Agencies, 
five at Brussels and one at Luxembourg11. 
Executive Agencies are established on 
the basis of Council Regulation 58/2003. 
Their mandate is to execute a number of 
tasks in the management of Community 
programmes, tasks which are originally 
tasks of the European Commission and 
which the European Commission then 
delegates to an Executive Agency. Executive 
Agencies then execute the same tasks at a 
lower cost than a Commission Directorate 
General.

Since 2014, in all the Executive Agencies, 
the share of Contract Agents amounts to 
75% of the staff employed; with a further 
25% of staff being seconded officials from 
the European Commission (around 8%), in 
particular occupy management positions, 
but also other positions with higher respon-
sibility and visibility (such as Head of Sector 
positions). The remainder are Temporary 
Agents 2F, a new category of Temporary 
Staff in Union Agencies, which was intro-
duced by the 2014 Staff Reform.

In contrast to Regulatory Agencies, the 
recruitment policy of Executive Agencies 
is definitely more in favour of contracts of 
indefinite duration12: the relevant Imple-
menting Rules provide for an initial recruit-
ment for two years, followed by a one year 
extension, to be followed then by a contract 
of indefinite duration - yet limited by the 
lifetime of the Executive Agency. To be 
noted that Executive Agencies are usually 
set up for the duration of a multi-annual 
financial framework plus a few years for the 
management of running commitments of 
the programme the Executive Agency has 
been entrusted with.

The underlying legal framework for the 
recruitment of Contract Agents eligible for 
indefinite duration is more limited in the 
possible number of entry grades at recruit-
ment. In practice this means that Contract 
Agents in FG III and FG IV, moving from 
the European Commission to an Executive 
Agency, depending on their professional 
experiences, may in some cases see their 

11  At Brussels: Education, Culture and Audiovisual 
Executive Agency (EACEA), Executive Agency for 
Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (EASME), Euro-
pean Research Council Executive Agency (ERCEA), 
Innovation and Networks Executive Agency (INEA), 
Research Executive Agency (REA); at Luxembourg: 
Consumers, Health, Agriculture and Food Executive 
Agency.

12  With contracts under Article 3a of the conditions 
of employment of other servants (CEOS).

actual salary being considerably dimin-
ished following their new recruitment by an 
Executive Agency13.

Currently, the Executive Agencies are grow-
ing in staff numbers, and the European 
Commission is following a rather pro-active 
approach to ear-mark positions in Executive 
Agencies for secondment of Commission 
Officials and to motivate Commission offi-
cials to actually fill these positions, to the 
detriment of the Temporary Agents already 
in place. Experience seems to indicate that 
Commission officials mostly consider such 
a move as not per se attractive, at least 
as long as the Agency position does not 
represent a step ahead in their professional 
career (i.e. to become Head of Unit).

The high percentage of Contract Agents 
in Executive Agencies has a strong impact 
on the geographical balance. In absolute 
numbers, most colleagues in Executive 
Agencies are nationals of just five Member 
States - BE, FR, IT, ES, RO (see for instance 
the Annual Activity Report 2016 of the 
ERCEA). Besides, Executive Agencies 
employ a number of Interim Agents (through 
a framework contract with a commercial 
service provider) and a considerable number 
of their IT staff work under arrangements as 
self-employed service providers.

A specific problem created by the EU insti-
tutions and agencies, is related to the fact 
that time limitations for fixed term contracts 
(initially six years for Contract agents, now 
up to seven years, and many temporary 
agents) are calculated separately by each 
appointing authority. As a consequence, 
many contract agents are employed back-
to-back by the various institutions and 

13  (see e.g. Order of the Civil Service Tribunal of 28 
February 2013, J.P ./. ERCEA, F-33/12).

bodies, staying in fixed term employment 
contracts for many years. Although not 
formally chain contracts (the employers 
are legally different), the consequence for 
the European Union as employer is indeed 
to create an unlimited number of back-to-
back contracts, something forbidden in all 
Member States!

A Case study: ECB

An interesting case, where the use of 
precarious contracts was aborted by a trade 
union, happened at the European Central 
Bank. IPSO, the trade union of the Euro-
pean Central Bank claimed that informa-
tion and consultation rights for temporary 
agency staff assigned to the ECB were not 
respected. In the past the ECB had made 
use of temporary agency staff for perma-
nent and recurring tasks without these 
having a safe chance of being taken over into 
a regular contract. This was not in line with 
the letter and spirit of the rules on tempo-
rary agency work and had been denounced 
by IPSO for years.

The ECB’s Executive Board created a fait 
accompli behind the back of the trade union 
when in the summer of 2014 it decided to 
limit the assignments of assistants at the 
ECB to two years. This decision was taken 
without any consultation or prior informa-
tion and was thus challenged in court by 
IPSO. IPSO claimed that as a trade union 
their rights to be informed beforehand and 
consulted had been infringed. These rights 
are the weakest rights that a trade union 
has, and at the ECB they are the only rights 
that are granted. These rights are enshrined 
in Article 27 of the Charter of Fundamental 
Rights of the EU, stated in EU Directive 
2002/14 and mentioned more concretely in a 
“Memorandum of Understanding” between 

the ECB and IPSO.

The ECJ decided in favour of IPSO and 
declared the ECB decision to be null and void; 
the bottom line being: “It can be concluded 
that the ECB did not consult the applicant 
without having previously consulted the 
applicant although the subject matter of the 
decision was the topic of the working group 
and did not wait for the report of the task 
force to be informed and consulted of the 
applicant’s rights In accordance with Article 
27 of the Charter of Fundamental Rights 
of the European Union, as more precisely 
defined by Directive 2002/14, implemented 
by means of a framework agreement, as 
the applicant is a trade union organization 
representing the persons concerned, as 
well as extended to the temporary work-
ers by convening the working group.” IPSO 
won its court case at the European Court of 
Justice (ECJ) against the European Central 
Bank (ECB) on December 13th (“T-713/14 
- ECJ”). This was not only a success for 
the trade union because it strengthened 
participation rights of staff, but it was also 
asuccess for a union fighting the cause of 
the weakest members of staff and their 
fundamental rights.

Conclusion

Precarious work is not so much about the 
working conditions per se, or the wage paid, 
or employment security. It is a combina-
tion of many factors and most importantly: 
the future perspective and the security of 
a worker. It is more about a feeling than it 
is about factual objective conditions. But 
precarity is also about a comparative assess-
ment of conditions of one worker compared 
to a standard situation, it is about compar-
ing like with like. A precarious worker may 
have a decent salary and a good working 

environment, but if he or she earns about 
half the salary of a colleague of the same 
age, expertise and qualification and on top 
of this has no security of employment and 
no career perspective for only contractual 
reasons, then we have to call this situation 
precarious!

This new working class, the “precariat”, 
has been making its appearance since 
the late 1970s, and makes up about 15% 
of the workforce today. Most precarious 
employment is to be found in the private 
sector, but the public sector has its own 
niche of precarity, even if it is a marginal 
phenomenon. The European civil service is 
for most people not the place to look for the 
precariat, but this contribution has shown 
that it has become a condition to which 
many employees are now subjected, within 
the EU institutions. Their share among EU 
staff now more than twice as high as in 
the national public services. The situation 
of these workers is made worse, because 
many employees working for Europe do not 
work in their home country and are also de 
facto excluded from national social secu-
rity systems. The stress of making ends 
meet and having no employment security 
is therefore even more acute for those 
who are contract agents working for an EU 
agency abroad.

From a legal point of view the situation is 
within the norms enshrined in legal texts, 
but the morality is often doubtful. The 
outcome seems to be mostly in favour of 
the employer and all the negative conse-
quences are on the side of the employee. To 
avoid legal costs in the first place, engen-
dered by long and expensive court cases 
after dismissal procedures for a profession-
ally insufficient permanent member of staff, 
the European Institutions seem to be willing 
to accept the negative economic costs of 
a more flexible personnel policy offering 
only sub-optimal contracts. What is more, 
some of the constructions are barely legal 
as shown with de facto chain contracts in 
multiple agencies.

The example presented from the ECB 
shows that unions are far from impotent 
to do something about this situation. IPSO, 
the trade union of the European Central 
Bank attacked a decision by the ECB 
Executive Board in court because it had not 
been consulted over the decision to limit 
contracts of assistants to two years only. 
The European Court of Justice decided in 
favour of the trade union, thereby strength-
ening the participation rights of staff, but it 
also indirectly condemned the practice of 
withholding fundamental rights from the 

weakest members of staff.

The staff of the European Union are among 
the best one can find anywhere: highly 
educated and trained, often with substantial 
work experience in the private sector, profi-
cient in multiple languages, international 
orientation, cosmopolite and with a high 
level of general knowledge. If the latest 
hiring practice is only offering low-level 
contracts on a temporary basis with great 
uncertainty, this will most certainly change 
the quality of EU staff dramatically over 
the years. Not to speak about a possible 
geographical bias towards recruits from 
South and Eastern Europe and the loss of a 
predominantly West-European secular and 
humanist tradition to say the least.
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On 28 September 2017, IPSO, 
the union representing people 

working for the European Central 
Bank concluded its first collective 

agreement with the ECB as part 
of its fight to end precarious 

work at Europe’s central bank. 
This is definitively a very positive 
achievement and a step towards 
an effective social dialogue in the 

ECB after at least five years of 
union work. However, the fight 
for sound and decent working 

conditions for all people working 
for the ECB and in Europe has 
not been won. The case sheds 

a light on grave shortcomings in 
the German labour legislation 

for temporary agency work 
and serious issues in the ECB’s 

governance.

Precarious work in Europe’s 
most powerful and richest 
institution?

You may not believe it but it is fact: precar-
ious work has been used systematically 
by the European Central Bank. The ECB 
used for more than 15 years temporary 
agency staff for permanent tasks. Some of 
these colleagues have worked at the ECB 
indeed for longer than a decade. This has 
been possible due to a very lax legislation 
on temporary agency work in Germany. 
Unlike other Member States, Germany 
has never bothered to put upper limit on a 
user undertaking’s possibility to declare 
a work for “temporary”. This has led to a 
two class society of workers in Germany: 
“Stammbelegschaft” (core workforce) and 
“others” (second class with unequal pay). 
This legislation was in my view not in line 
with letter ands spirit of the EU Directive 
on temporary agency work. What has the 
EU Commission done to bring an end to 
this? Nothing.

But why did the ECB use 
agency work? Did they have no 
resources or fear social respon-
sibility?

From the outside the ECB is seen as the 
top and steering institution of the Euro-
system. This is only partially the truth. 
In reality the ECB is set up as a joint 
venture of the EU central banks. The 
ultimate power in the ECB’s governance 
lies with the euro area central banks 
who hold the majority of votes (18 votes 
of 24) in the ECB’s top decision-making 
body, the Governing Council. That group 
of currently 23 men and 2 women (votes 
are limited to 24) decides on the law 
governing the ECB’s workforce and also 
on the size of its workforce. The Gover-
nors of the national central bank may face 
in principle a conflict of interest when 
they decide on the ECB’s workforce. The 
stronger and better equipped the ECB 
the weaker “their” national central bank 
may become. The “Governing Council has 
limited the “headcount” growth of the ECB 
while its tasks and work grew massively. 
ECB management used temporary agency 
work as one way to address the workloads 
pressure. Agency workers do not appear 
in the headcount figures of the ECB. 
Especially the ECB’s IT department had 
resorted to agency staff systematically, 
also in the hope to benefit from exter-
nal expertise. IPSO has denounced this 
conflict of interest in an open letter to the 
Governing Council already in March 2015 
and called for a sounder and adequate 
staffing.

There was no tangible reaction by the 
Governing Council to that call. The IPSO 
Board concluded that while the ECB would 
have the means to on-board sufficient 
staff, the Governing Council preferred to 

keep the headcount down and to continue 
using precarious contracts in signifi-
cant numbers (c. 10% to 20% of the ECB 
permanent staff at times). However, the 
ECB Executive Board member in charge 
of human resources agreed to mandate a 
task force of HR and IPSO to work on the 
future policies for agency staff at the ECB. 
This work led to tangible improvements of 
the rights and treatment of agency staff at 
the ECB - in line with the letter and spirit 
of the EU directive: access to the parking, 
the crèche, to social events was granted.

Changes in the German legisla-
tion brought movement - IPSO 
took the ECB to court and won!

In 2013 the German government coalition 
of conservatives and social democrats 
agreed in to change the German law on 
temporary agency work. In anticipation 
of these changes the Executive Board of 
the ECB decided to limit assignments of 
agency staff working as assistants at the 
ECB to two years. This was done while the 
HR department and IPSO were still work-
ing on the policies. IPSO’s information and 

consultation rights were infringed. IPSO 
took the ECB to court for that and won the 
case 713/14. The court annulled the ECB’s 
decision and found that IPSO had the 
locus standi, was affected in its own rights 
and that also temporary agency workers’ 
situation at the user undertaking can be 
subject to information and consultation 
rights. The ruling had a positive effect 
on staff representatives’ information and 
consultation practices at the ECB.

ECB and IPSO for the first time 
negotiated a collective agree-
ment

The practice to keep one and the same 
agency worker on a permanent job 
became unlawful by a change in the 
German legislation - entering into force 
on 1 Aril 2017. This law limits the assign-
ment of temporary agency workers to a 
user undertaking to 18 months - as a rule. 
Yet, the big flaw in that law is that it is not 
the needs of the user undertaking that 
determine the maximum length of agency 
work but the term of assignment of the 
worker. German politics have made a two 

class workforce legal for permanent 
jobs! Yet, at the ECB IPSO established 
there is consensus in line with EU law: no 
agency work for permanent jobs!

The agreement, signed on 28 September 
2017, addresses the social impact of the 
ECB’s imminent decision to outsource 
those parts of its IT works that were 
done with the support of temporary 
agency workers. IPSO had organised 
these colleagues and had campaigned 
for insourcing. At its protest action Lord 
Mayor Feldmann, MEP Fabio de Masi and 
representatives of the EU (EPSU, USF) 
and German trade unions (DGB) spoke. 

Yet, IPSO was not 
able to mobil-
ise for a strike. 
It fought with 
legal arguments 
against the plan. 
As a result IPSO 
succeeded to 
obtain a social 
plan for the 
colleagues, staff 
representatives 
in recruitment 
panels for suit-
able ECB vacan-
cies, intensified 
consultation on 
re-deployment 
of ECB staff 

and a prolongation of employment of 
the agency staff for up to nine months 
with equal pay at the ECB. IPSO also 
supports the colleagues in their nego-
tiations with managed service providers 
who will deliver the IT services. Also in 
case of disputes with the agency or the 
ECB management IPSO is on their side. 
Also the above consensus no temporary 
agency work for permanent tasks is part 
of the Understanding which is the first 
ever collective agreement that IPSO 
could negotiate with the ECB manage-
ment.

What are the lessons ands what 
remains to be done?

Since IPSO promotes a social Europe 
IPSO changed its statutes and explicitly 
declared that it represents the interests 
of all people working for the ECB. This 
allowed temporary agency staff to become 
members. Unions should be active in 
user undertakings for equal rights of 
agency staff!

Collective action and legal challenge can 

bring results. Unions’ work for agency 
staff has a strong backing in the public 
opinion. The challenge for a union is to 
keep the solidarity of all staff. In our case, 
the work for the agency staff brought a 
strengthening of the consultation rights 
of all staff, experience in staff representa-
tives’ participation in recruitment (which 
is otherwise a no-go at the ECB(!)) and all 
in all far more respect for the union due 
to the support of politicians and other 
unions.

Much remains to be done: the on-going 
employment of the colleagues is not 
guaranteed. The quality of the re-deploy-
ment process of ECB staff affected by 
the outsourcing has to be ensured. The 
underlying staffing problem at the ECB 
is not yet fully addressed. The German 
law continues to be out of line with the 
letter and spirit of the EU Directive. The 
ECB has still not implemented the work-
ing time directive which would allow us 
to gauge workload and staff needs under 
current conditions, trainees still get no 
social security contributions for their 
work, all contracts issued by the ECB are 
still initially term contracts… and, last but 
not least: the outsourcing to “managed 
services” brings structural pressure on 
wages and conditions. The firms deliver-
ing these services will have to compete 
on price and quality and have precarious 
contracts themselves: they obtain term 
contracts as well and are likely to pass 
the pressure on to their staff. The good 
side: solidarity and support strength-
ened IPSO, at the ECB social dialogue 
worked to achieve tangible results, the 
number of permanent positions have 
been increased and some agency staff 
colleagues were successful in recruit-
ment campaigns for these positions and 
the ECB will now adhere to letter and 
spirit of the EU Directive on temporary 
agency work. Germany has to follow. We 
will call upon the Commission for help!

IPSO’s long-term
fight to end 
precarious 
work at the ECB

Johannes Priesemann
European Central Bank
President of IPSO, Frankfurt
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Background of the review of the 
contractual policy

The stated aim of the review of the 
contractual policy of the Council of Europe 
implemented in January 2014 was to 
increase staff flexibility and the efficiency 
of the Organisation, to attract and retain 
the most qualified personnel, to ensure 
contractual rigor and security, while 
safeguarding institutional independence, 
integrity, expertise and memory.

In this context, the Committee of Ministers 
had been demanding for years that the fixed/
flexible resources ratio be reversed, in order 
to control the Council of Europe’s payroll.

Therefore, when the payroll was reduced 
as early as April 2011 through a de facto 
decrease in wages resulting from a doubling 
of the incremental step system governing 
the careers of staff members, the Secretary 
General of the Council of Europe proposed 
to change the ratio of flexible resources/
indefinite term contracts from 35/65 to 50/50.

In September 2012, a moratorium on 
the granting of indefinite term contracts 
was established. In November 2012, the 
automatic recruitment of staff on indefinite 
term contracts via open competitions and 
assigned to a position was cancelled, much 
to their dismay.

Despite repeated calls from staff 
representatives for this practice to be 
discontinued, the moratorium on indefinite 
term contracts was renewed for 2 years in 
2015. It will be extended once again for 2 
more years until the end of 2019, even though 
it has been noted that the proportion of 
flexible resources has increased faster than 
expected (35% in 2013 - 45% in 2016).

Outlines of the contractual policy

In force since January 2014, the contractual 
policy uses two levers in order to reverse the 
flexible resources/indefinite term contracts 
ratio:

.the recruitment of staff under repeatedly 
renewable fixed-term contracts

.the recruitment of staff under non-renew-
able five year contracts as part of the “turn-
over profiles” and “young professionals” 
programme (limited to 4 years in the case 
of young lawyers at the Court of Human 
Rights).

The increase in the “flexible” resources 
of the Organisation entails greater inse-
curity for staff, since new staff members 
are only recruited on fixed-term or tempo-
rary contracts. Once the moratorium is 

over, fixed-term contracts would then be 
resorted to only to ensure the necessary 
basic operation of the Organisation and in so 
far as the required profiles and skills remain 
necessary in the long run.

Staff members recruited on fixed-term five 
year renewable contracts may (or may not) 
be offered such fixed-term contracts which 
can be renewed for many consecutive years, 
even more than 10 years, with no guaran-
tee of an indefinite term contract. In this 
context, staff s will have a hard time setting 
up medium- to long-term personal plans in 
their region of assignment. It will be all the 
more difficult that recent reforms of family 
and social allowances mean that they will be 
gradually reduced.

In the framework of the “Young profession-
als and turnover profiles” programme, non-
renewable five year fixed-term contracts 
(4 years in the case of the European Court) 
aim to offer young lawyers and people with 
specific skill profiles a limited period of 
employment in their area of expertise, at the 
end of which they will leave the Organisation 
and make the most of the acquired knowl-
edge and skills in their future career.

It should be noted that SACE has long been 
campaigning, without much success so 
far, for “young lawyers” of the Court, who 
are recruited as mid-career assistants, be 
granted an initial grade consistent with the 
legal lawyer tasks they are given as lawyers. 
Contracts labelled as “turnover profiles”, 
have been extended to a larger spectrum of 
profiles, with a significantly different purpose 
of recruiting “motivated, dynamic staff with 
many new ideas and a high potential.” In this 
way, under the guise of promoting experi-
ence capitalization and recruiting “fresh 
blood”, such staff are offered less interest-
ing conditions of employment and only fixed 
term contracts.

One of the characteristics of temporary 
contracts is that they cannot exceed 9 
calendar months for staff in office in France. 

At the Council of Europe, the employ-
ment contracts are governed by the 
rulings resulting from the review of the 
Contractual policy of the Organisation, 
which entered into force in January 
2014.

The contractual policy distinguishes 
between indefinite term contracts 
and “flexible” resources. 6 types of 
contracts coexist:

• Indefinite term contracts

• Renewable five year fixed-term 
contracts

• Non-renewable five year fixed-term 
contracts

• Temporary contracts for a period 
not exceeding 9 months for staff 
employed  in France

• Temporary contracts for staff 
members employed in field offices 
outside France

• Daily contracts for a period not 
exceeding 100 days per year.

There are also 2 additional categories 
of staff: seconded staff and non-remu-
nerated trainees.

In field offices, their duration is not limited 
per year. At first designed for the replace-
ment of staff (on sick or maternity leave) 
or short-term projects (conferences), these 
contracts are often diverted from their initial 
aim, since many temporary staff members 
are granted successive contracts over many 
years. Moreover, staff members employed in 
France have to cope with 3-month interrup-
tions of their contract, with the likelihood of 
being re-assigned to the same department, 
where they are expected to resume the tasks 
they were given in the framework of their 
part of their previous contract.

Furthermore, since the review of the 
contractual policy, a growing number of staff 
are seconded by their government for a few 
months/years, as well as unremunerated 
trainees whose internship was extended 
from an average 3 o 5 or even 6 months. 
These trainees are often recruited to rein-
force at times understaffed teams, although 
often” rewarded” by the disappointment of 
not obtaining the hoped for temporary or 
fixed-term contract after an open competi-
tion.

Flexibility = contractual insecurity 
& weakening of the Organisation

The survey on well-being conducted in 2014 
has shown that many staff members feel 
stressed; the known causes of which include 
job insecurity, unequal treatment depend-
ing on the type of contract proposed and 
the date of recruitment, as well as relations 
between co-workers. There is also a notice-
able increase in the psycho-social risks 
related in particular to the excessive work-
load resulting from the shortage of staff. 
This can be partly explained by the periods 
lapsing between renewals contracts for this 
“flexible” staff.

Staff members who are aware of the inse-
curity of their job are led to redouble their 
efforts to increase the chances of a renewal 
of their contract even if it means giving in 
to “excessive presence on the job”. Others 
are forced to compete with each other in a 
deleterious atmosphere.

Job insecurity is detrimental both to the effi-
ciency and the independence of the Secre-
tariat. Many staff members need to devote 
a significant amount of their work time to 
welcoming and training new co-workers one 
after another. Their training hardly over, the 
new recruits then undertake to find a new 
work contract here or elsewhere. Addition-
ally, the departure of a great number of 
agents jeopardizes the preservation of the 

institution’s memory. Lastly, the increasing 
number of staff seconded by their govern-
ments with a view to their return to their 
national administration at the end of their 
contract may also harm the independence 
of the Secretariat.

This has an impact on the attractiveness of 
the Organisation. Recruitment at interna-
tional level has seen an increasing number 
of refusals of contract offers: who would 
readily quit a steady job in their country for 
a contract abroad with no sustainable pros-
pect?

The fact that the Russian Federation decided 
to withhold its contribution as from the 
summer of 2017 only enhanced the feeling 
of insecurity induced by this contractual 
policy. It leaves the staff concerned with ever 
greater uncertainty as to the renewal of their 
fixed-term and temporary contracts over the 
ensuing months.

If such human resources management 
first concerns the “flexible staff” of the 
Organisation, it also impacts the pension 
system of permanent staff members, as the 
Organisation is deprived of stable resources 
for lack of long-term contributions. More 
generally, this policy jeopardizes the Organ-
isation itself, because - as demonstrated 
above - it has already begun to undermine 
the attractiveness of the Council of Europe 
as an employer, even though one of the 
stated objectives of this contractual policy 
was to “attract and retain the most qualified 
personnel”.

Yes to flexible resources for ad hoc 
needs - No to the weakening of 
staff

SACE understands the necessity of flexible 
resources but resorting to such contracts 
should be limited and strictly monitored. 
SACE is fully aware of the austerity policies, 
as well as of the economic and social hard-
ships prevailing in Member-States for over 
the past few years. These difficulties will not 
be overcome by endlessly weakening the 
situation of the Council of Europe staff. The 
use of contracts providing greater flexibility 
in terms of an arithmetic management of 
human resources, albeit with many hidden 
costs as mentioned earlier, will only weaken 
our Organisation.

Indefinite term contracts should 
remain the norm

Our Organisation should put an end to the 
moratorium on the use of indefinite term 
contracts and resort to fixed-term and 
temporary contracts only when the task 
is limited in time... Moreover, fixed-term 
contracts should always be privileged over 
temporary contracts whenever the former 
are more suited to the needs of the relevant 
departments.

Furthermore, compliance with the European 
Social Charter established by the Council 
of Europe is at stake. As outlined in the 
preamble of the Staff Regulations, the policy 
of the Organisation in the field of human 
resources should be consistent with the 
principles it promotes in the outside world. 
In point of fact, resorting less to indefinite 
term contracts amounts to undermining 
protection against unfair dismissals, as 
guaranteed by Article 24 of the Charter, 
since the requirement of a valid reason for 
termination of employment does not apply 
to the non-renewal of a fixed-term contract.

Therefore, the SACE maintains its posi-
tion, which is that indefinite term contracts 
should remain the norm, with an aim to 
preserve the independence and efficiency of 
the Secretariat, as well as the institutional 
memory of the Organisation.

Besides, the SACE condemns the pretenses 
of the troubled social and economic context 
of the recent years to scale down the work-
ing conditions of Council of Europe staff. 
Staff on fixed-term contracts are the most 
vulnerable. For this reason, SACE considers 
that an additional compensation should be 
urgently created for fixed-term and tempo-
rary contracts, as well as a severance bonus 
for staff on such contracts.

Suzette Saint-Marc
Member of the SACE Bureau
Member of the Federal 
Committee of USF

The contractual policy of the Council 
of Europe dooms the majority of its 
staff members to job insecurity, by 

giving prominence to fixed-term and 
temporary contracts.

Flexible and 
insecure!
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CUnlike some other unions, who do not seem very interested 
in colleagues with insecure contracts, Union Syndicale, 
true to its values, is making every effort to help all staff, 

whether or not they are source of income or potential voters.

Since the beginning, we have been carefully monitoring insecure 
contracts and we are trying to improve the situation. Admittedly, 
faced with an administration which is not really concerned about 
limiting the damage, it is not easy to make significant progress. 
The fact is that, since 2004, the best we have been able to do is 
provide first aid: we are repairing small things here and there 
and reassuring the people concerned.

Every month, we deal with a considerable number of individual 
cases. These relate to problems faced by temporary staff, contract 
staff and, of course, officials. Unfortunately, it is clear that the 
greatest workload comes from contract staff. They are the ones 
most often subject to pressures at work, to stress related to the 
end of contract and to the fact that their work is systematically 
undervalued.

Here is a brief overview of what we most frequently do:

 Problems we encounter… What we do…
Various preparation courses
Books to prepare for various tests

Recognition of diplomas Verification and, if necessary, contact with PMO or HR, Article 90, 
lawyer

Recognition of prior experience Verification and, if necessary, contact with PMO or HR, Article 90, 
lawyer

Test languages Verification and, if necessary, contact with PMO or HR, Article 90, 
lawyer

Problems with tests in general Verification and, if necessary, contact with PMO or HR, Article 90, 
lawyer

Various steps and end of contract Verification of files, explanations, contact with HR or PMO

National unemployment benefit (Belgium) Referral possible to the national trade union FGTB

Pension Advice or explanations, calculations, Article 90, lawyer

Probation period Support for the drafting of the report, proofreading, compliance, 
support at interviews and the Reports Committee

Sickness insurance Assistance, advice or explanations, Article 90, lawyer

Monitoring medical absences Explanations, assistance, support at appointment

Harassment Explanations, help, support, mediation or in the worst case lawyer/
legal support

IDOC Support at the appointment (by us or by a lawyer depending on 
circumstances), legal support

Contract renewal Explanations, follow-up, help, contact with PMO or HR, lawyer if 
necessary

Change of institution Explanation, follow-up, help, contact with HR and PMO

Miscellaneous administrative steps (e.g. 
divorce, death, etc.)

Explanation, follow-up, contact with PMO or HR, lawyer if necessary

Article 90 administrative complaints Follow-up, explanations, drafting, proofreading of the text by us or 
by a lawyer

Discrimination Contact with superiors, help, mediation, etc.

Recognition of serious illness Explanations, assistance, monitoring, contact with PMO, explanations 
of our system to doctors, checks by lawyer or specialist if necessary

Invalidity Explanations, assistance, monitoring, contact with PMO, HR, Medi-
cal Service, support at interviews, explanations of our system to 
doctors, checks by lawyer or specialist if necessary

Part-time working in preparation for 
retirement

Assistance, monitoring, explanations, calculations, etc.

European Schools Registration, end of contracts, assistance. But also grey area for 
employees, support, contact with management, legal assistance if 
rights have been denied

Crèches and childcare facilities Registration, end of contracts, assistance, but also ongoing follow-
up due to the specificity of the work and of the service

Bore out and burnout Contact, follow-up, Medical Service, service, HR

Evaluation and reclassification/promotion Assistance/proofreading self-assessment, compliance with proce-
dures, support at interviews, support with/proofreading of appeals, 
Joint Committee follow-up

Miscellaneous allowances Explanations, calculations, contact with responsible services, Article 
90 and/or lawyer

Agencies Grey area, different rules for each agency, if any. 
Support, assistance, contact with management and, in particular, 
ongoing efforts to understand their rules

Delegations Explanations, assistance, follow-up, contact with the various inter-
locutors due to the specificity

USB: ADDRESSING  
INSECURE EMPLOYMENT
IN THE EUROPEAN 
PUBLIC SERVICE

Olivier Petsch
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We are constantly being told that 
more flexible working arrange-
ments is good for us. Studies 
have shown the opposite to be 
true. We interviewed colleagues 
on fixed term contracts to find 
out why they took the contract 
and how it affects their daily life.

Many colleagues who work among us on 
fixed term contracts also have experi-
ence of working for large multi-national 
companies or international bodies. They 
prefer working for theses types of employ-
ers because the pay and conditions are 
usually better than those of local compa-
nies and sometimes better than what they 
are offered at the EU Institutions. These 
colleagues have a unique set of language 
skills which are appreciated by interna-
tional organisations. They are usually 
fluent in French, English and at least one 
other European language. In contrast with 
international employers, locally based 
companies expect staff to be able to work 
in the local language(s). This, coupled with 
lower take home pay reduces the attrac-
tiveness of national employers as opposed 
to the multi-national companies or inter-
national bodies.

Most of the people interviewed have had 
a variety of contract types in a long list of 

EU institutions, offices and agencies over 
a period of around 20 years. Typically they 
started working in the Commission at a 
young age via an interim agency. They like 
working in an international environment, 
so when they got the chance to work 
directly for the Commission as an Auxil-
iary Agent they took it. When Auxiliary 
Agent contracts were phased out, they 
continued to work, sometimes in the same 
department, as Contract staff.

While direct colleagues and bosses 
show appreciation for their work, many 
Contract staff expressed frustration with 
the way their reliability and efforts are 
rewarded. “I feel insignificant”, one person 
explained. This feeling comes to the 
fore when permanent staff receive their 
performance appraisals and when promo-
tions are published. As evaluations for 
contract staff of function group 2 to 4 are 
not obligatory, and promotion is extremely 
unlikely, the evaluations given are usually 
lower so as not to affect the evaluation 
statistics of the manager. This can be very 
demotivating for Contract staff.

Career progression is not an obvious goal 
to achieve and it can sometimes go in 
the opposite direction. It is not unusual 
for Contract staff to have previously held 
Temporary staff contracts or earned the 
equivalent of an Official. In order to have 
a longer contract with more stability, they 

agree to becoming Contract staff in Group 
Function II to IV posts. For Contract staff 
the possibilities for promotion are practi-
cally non existent. Unless you work in an 
Office or Agency, the combined duration 
of these contracts is for a maximum of 6 
year per institution. When approaching 
the end of a 2 year contract in Function 
Group II, they are offered a Temporary 
staff contract, it may seem like a good 
deal. However, once the Temporary staff 
contract has ended they may find they 
have lost their incremental steps the next 
time they get a Function Group II contract 
in the same institution.

The institutions offer temporary contracts 
according to their needs and it is not 
always the best deal for the individual. 
Some Contract staff expressed a sense 
of frustration that the institutions do not 
provide career advice or advice on pension 
rights. For the moment, only the trades 
unions provide this type of information.

“I feel insignificant”

One single mother explained how, in the 
beginning of her working life, stability 
of employment was not something she 
worried about. Now that she has a family 
and has more experience, stability of 
employment has become more important 
to her. Working on a succession of 6 month 

Precarious 
work - Unstable
union

contracts is stressful enough without the 
decision on renewal of the contract being 
made at the last minute.

Working on short or fixed term EU contracts 
can have stressful consequences which 
are invisible to those with secure working 
conditions. Any kind of planning for the 
future is difficult. The concerns of tempo-
rary staff are many, “The banks won’t give 
me a mortgage because I don’t have an 
indefinite contract”, “Constantly switching 
between the national and EU health insur-
ance and welfare systems is an adminis-
trative nightmare”, “Will I have enough 
years of recognised contracts to qualify 
for any EU pension rights?” Add to these 
worries the issue of Brexit for UK nation-
als working on temporary contracts in our 
institutions, you begin to wonder why any 
one would accept these conditions.

“If you have a good work ethic 
and are really putting your 
energy into your job, you don’t 
have time to look for another 
job. You are then sent out to the 
wolves”

It is all too easy to tell Temporary staff or 
Contract staff, “if you don’t like it, leave”. 
The reality is somewhat different. Many 
Contract staff have been working for the 
EU institutions on every type of tempo-
rary contract possible over the last 2 or 

3 decades and have now become almost 
dependent on the institutions, particularly 
if their children are attending a European 
School in the parent’s mother tongue. 
Those who can work in French and English 
have more possibilities to find a full time 
job in another international organisation. 
Their main obstacle however, is that they 
are often placed in services which are 
already understaffed and overstretched, 
they simply have no time or energy left to 
invest in their own careers or to study for 
EPSO competitions. “If you have a good 
work ethic and are really putting your 
energy into your job, you don’t have time 
to look for another job. You are then sent 
out to the wolves”.

“The EU institutions should come 
clean about what exactly they 
have to offer Temporary staff and 
Contract staff”

The EU institutions may act as if they are 
doing temporary staff a favour, as if they 
don’t need them. This is contradicted by 
the fact that on any given day about 20% of 
posts in the Commission are occupied by 
Contract staff 1.

1 [According to figures presented in Petitions 
Committee of the European Parliament 
on 11 July 2017 - See from minute 6 
http://web.ep.streamovations.be/index.php/event/
stream/170711-0900-committee-peti.

As one person put it, “The EU institutions 
should come clean as to what exactly they 
have to offer Temporary staff and Contract 
staff”. The treatment of Contract staff 
is not equal, it depends on whether you 
work at one of the main institutions or an 
agency.

One clear message was common to all 
those who were interviewed, they want to 
be able to make plans. To be precise, they 
want to have a career path and a pension 
at the end of all their years of hard work.

“The analysis of 
interaction of flexibility 

and precariousness 
indices shows that the

more flexible 
employment, the more 

it is precarious.”
  Andranik S. Tangian 

“Is flexible work precarious? A study based 
on the 4th European survey of working 

conditions 2005”,
WSI-Diskussionspapier Nr. 153,  

Hans-Böckler-Stiftung June 2007

… and Other Servants
- Would you work as Temporary or  
Contract Staff?

Frances McFadden
In charge of Communication 
at USB
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During interviews on the 
subject of precariousness, 

I met very motivated and 
optimistic colleagues, 

despite having to face the 
end of their contracts. 

This portrait gallery will 
open our eyes to their 

daily reality.

Caroline, secretary, Contract 
staff at the Commission

I had always wanted to work for the Euro-
pean Institutions. I  did the CAST exam, 
I  succeeded and I  thought I  was lucky, 
I did not hesitate. I resigned from my job. 
I worked in the private sector with a good 
salary, but it was an opportunity to go to 
the Commission. I  thought, “I’m going”, 
I thought there were more school holidays 
and that after three years, we’ll see how 
it goes. Since then, I have changed insti-
tution twice. Unfortunately, by changing 
institution I could not advance in my grade, 
I had to start from scratch when I returned 
to the Commission.

Currently, I like the work and atmosphere 
and also I have a position with great visi-
bility. Us secretaries, we work our fingers 
to the bone. We have so much work in the 
40 hours! This is to the detriment of our 
health. With the 38 hours, we could leave 
earlier. I would like to reduce my schedule 
to take care of my children more. I would 
like to do teleworking but this is not 
allowed in my unit, except occasionally. 
I take time credits. I am obliged to deduct 
them from my salary to take care of chil-
dren and home.

I try to pass exams, I once passed the pre-
selection tests but I was refused because 
I did not have the required diploma. I will 
pass other competitions.

For the future, we have unemployment 
benefit from the Commission after the end 
of the contract, it gives me a year to job 
search. Fortunately, my house is paid for, 
which is not the case for some colleagues.

Julie, Contract staff, Executive 
Agency

To be hired in an executive agency, I had 
to pass a CAST selection and a jury panel. 
I  have a permanent contract, so I  have 
job security, but this is relative since it is 
linked to the life of my agency.

I am now 46 years old, I have reached the 
highest step in my function group and I still 
have 19 years of work before retirement. To 
pass from one contract staff function group 
to another, you must pass a CAST competi-
tion. At each wave, the rules change. I would 
like to have access to a real career, an oppor-
tunity to evolve from one function group to 
another. There are, for example, internal 
competitions organized for the contract staff 
of delegations, which also have the possibil-

We are very 
motivated and 
dedicated and 
we love our work

ity of working as a team leader. This is not 
the case for executive agencies: we have no 
possibility of becoming a team leader. These 
positions are either reserved for seconded 
officials or occupied by temporary agents ... 
and our chances of gaining experience to 
apply for the few TA posts are non-existent. 
What are we supposed to do?

Mobility is only really possible within the 
same agency, because if one changes, it 
is not interesting either because there is 
a risk of losing the accumulation rate of 
our pension (which depends on the last 
contract signed) and therefore to end up 
with a lower pension than if we had not 
changed.

We are approximately 1800 persons in 
agencies responsible for implement-
ing the Commission’s policy through 
its programs. We would like to see the 
creation of a real inter-agency labor 
market, which has been promised for 
at least two years now, but to date does 
not exist. There is evidence that there are 
negative consequences of staying in the 
same work environment for too long. It is 
a pity because most of us are very moti-
vated and dedicated and we love our work.

Lucy, interim contract

At the start of my career I was a language 
teacher. I  love teaching, this is my first 
profession, but in Belgium it was too hard 
to stay full time teacher as it is so under 
paid, and the salary is really bad. A friend 
asked me «Why you don’t apply for EU 
institutions, they are looking for people!».

I sent a spontaneous application and they 
called me the next day. I  came for the 
interview and I  got a very good contract 
as a «temporary agent» for 3 years, which 
was extended to 5. I worked as a Commu-
nication Assistant.

Today I  work under an interim contract 
and I do the job of a team leader. This is 
good for me if you forget the level of the 
salary.

I tried only one competition, once I passed 
all the steps but one point was missing at 
the oral exam. I was devastated.

In 5 years, I plan to work as a director or a 
consultant for EU or international institu-
tions, NGOs,…

A big part of my life was always very hard 
work and education. I  am also a very 
optimistic person, I  am happy with little 
things. My passion is music and thanks to 
a temporary contract I have the freedom 
to follow my other interests, it allows me 
to go on tour. I  invest all my money in 
music and dream to become a full time 
musician.

Liliane Banczyk
Vice-President of the USB 
Executive Committee in 
charge of Communication

Le programme 
d’assurance 
EUROSANTÉ 
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The civil service is traditionally 
associated with job security, with 
officials who are appointed for life. 

So it seems paradoxical to talk about job 
insecurity in the civil service, yet with fixed-
term contracts, part-time contracts, fewer 
social protections, zero-hours contracts 
and so-called one-euro jobs, positions in 
the public sector are increasingly being 
filled by precariously employed workers; 
nowadays governments and other public-
sector employers show real creativity, of 
the kind an unscrupulous boss might be 
happy with.

As stated in a 2011 report published by the 
European Public Administration Network 
entitled Employment status developments 
in the national public services and the role 
of EU law1: ‘The classical perception is 
still that the public services are seen as a 
“haven” of job security. The last decades, 
however, have seen an erosion of this 
“standard employment model” through 
the introduction of part-time work, fixed-
term contracts, temporary-agency work 
and self-employment.’

Although almost all Member States 
distinguish between civil service officials 
and civil service workers, and between 
workers in the public and private sectors, 
these definitions have become blurred and 
are no longer based on tasks undertaken. 
It is becoming increasingly common for 

1 https://www.oeffentlicherdienst.gv.at/
moderner_arbeitgeber/personalentwicklung/
international/dokumente/EMPLOYMENT_
STATUS_DEVELOPMENTS.pdf

employees without the status of official 
to carry out significant core functions and 
for certain public service activities to be 
governed by labour law or civil law, rather 
than administrative law, in particular with 
regard to ethics, impartiality, respect for 
the rule of law, etc.

Fixed-term contracts in the civil service 
(2011)

Cyprus 19,7%

Finland 24,5%

Germany 9,5%

Luxembourg 7%

Malta 7%

Portugal 5,9%

Slovenia 4,5%

Spain 1,2%

Netherlands 10%

United Kingdom 2%

While this ‘flexibility’ in the labour market, 
even in the public sector, does offer 
numerous advantages, the author of the 

report notes that it also poses risks in 
terms of low salaries, serious job insecu-
rity and post-retirement poverty.

In 2010, Demmke and Moilanen2 acknowl-
edged a tendency towards flexibilisation in 
the civil services of Member States owing 
to increased devolution, a shift from a 
statute-based to a contractual relation-
ship, a shift from a career system to a 
job-based post-bureaucratic system, an 
alignment of pay and employment condi-
tions with the private sector, and special 
retirement schemes.

2 Demmke, C., Moilanen, T., Civil Services in 
the EU of 27: Reform Outcomes and the Future 
of the Civil Service, Peter Lang, 2010

Why does flexibility now take 
priority over security?

The tendency towards increased flexibili-
sation of employment in the public sector 
can be traced back to New Public Manage-
ment, a comprehensive reform movement 
of the 1980s and 1990s, led by Margaret 
Thatcher in the United Kingdom, which 
has since spread to most European coun-
tries, starting in Northern Europe. This 
approach minimises, even denies, any 
difference between public sector/public 
management and private sector/private 
management, and promotes greater 
consideration in public sector manage-
ment of economic criteria such as produc-
tion, financial objectives and performance 
indicators.

One notable feature of this new approach 
on public management is its abandon-
ment of officialdom and of seniority-based 
employee promotions in favour of merit-
based systems.

In countries such as the Netherlands, 
Finland and Sweden, employment in 
the civil service has thus been losing its 
distinct character, and specific public 
service law is gradually being replaced by 
common labour law3.

As long ago as 1996, Farnham and Horton4 
noted a shift in the public sector towards 
a new form of staff management that 
reduced job guarantees, job security and 
pre-defined career routes. According to 
the study, the proportion of civil servants 
appointed for life was already falling, in 
favour of part-time and/or fixed-term 
contracts, in particular among women. 
 
In 2005, the European Institution of Public 
Administration noted that one major 
objective of public sector reforms in 
European states since the 1980s has been 
making public sector organisations more 
flexible, responsive and performance-
oriented by searching for inspiration in the 
private sector with regard to instruments, 
tools and methods. These reforms have 
had a profound effect on working condi-
tions in the public sector, especially on 
the flexibilisation of personnel manage-
ment, be it in terms of pay (results-based), 
contracts (non-permanent contracts and 
subcontracting), tasks (versatility and 
diversification of tasks) or working hours 
(part-time working, job sharing, flexitime 
and teleworking)5.

The French example

In its report, adopted in 2011, the Conseil 
supérieur de la fonction publique territo-
riale (higher council of local and regional 
civil service6) highlighted growing insecu-
rity in the public sector.

Starting with a theorisation of job inse-
curity and local and regional specificities 
of public sector employment, the report 
adopts the definition proposed in 1987 by 
Father Joseph Wresinski, founder of ATD 
Fourth World:

3 https://www.wikiberal.org/wiki/New_
Public_Management

4 Farnham D., Horton S. Managing people 
in the Public Services, Macmillan Press LTD, 
London 1996

5 The flexibilisation of the employment status 
of civil servants: from life tenure to more flex-
ible employment relations - http://www.eupan.
eu/files/repository/03_The_flexibilisation_of_
the_employment_status_of_civil_servants.pdf

6 https://www.csfpt.org/sites/default/files/
rapport_precarite_2011.pdf [In French only]

‘A lack of basic security is the absence of 
one or more factors that enable individuals 
and families to assume basic responsibili-
ties and to enjoy fundamental rights. Such 
a situation may become more extended 
and lead to more serious and permanent 
consequences. Chronic poverty results 
when the lack of basic security simultane-
ously affects several aspects of people’s 
lives, when it is prolonged, and when it 
severely compromises people’s chances 
of regaining their rights and of reassum-
ing their responsibilities in the foresee-
able future.’

The report’s assessment depicts an ever 
more worrisome situation with regard 
to non-established local or regional civil 
servants. These employees often suffer 
from job insecurity leading to financial 
insecurity; when the present is materially 
problematic it is often also difficult to plan 
for the future.

Among non-established employees 
suffering from instability and professional 
uncertainty, women are over-represented 
(68 %) and non-full-time work is common 
(37  %) as are subsidised jobs, though 
these positions are in decline (14  % of 
workforces in local areas with less than 1 
000 inhabitants).

Contract workers, however, are not the 
only workers to suffer from a lack of 
job security. The report also highlights 
the increasing insecurity faced by some 
established civil service employees, owing 
to low salaries and a lack of general infor-
mation.

Financial instability among civil service 
employees (both established and non-
established) leads to higher levels of over-
indebtedness and requests for financial 
aid, in particular among non-established 
employees, owing to higher cash-flow 
needs to compensate for varying incomes 
and day-to-day expenses. Non-estab-
lished employees also find that accessing 
credit is more difficult compared to estab-
lished employees, owing to their being 
labelled ‘unstable’ by lenders. Finally, 
inadequate information for employees 
leads to insecurity of rights, e.g. in access 
to healthcare (with employees being 
forced to take out supplementary health 
insurance), retraining opportunities 
and pensions, and for non-established 
employees, their rights to unemployment 
insurance, vocational training, etc.

This situation has led French 
lawmakers to introduce legisla-

Insecurity in 
the civil service:
an increasingly
common paradox

Félix Géradon
Deputy Secretary General of 
USB
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tion to reduce this instability. 
 
In order to improve the employment condi-
tions of workers on fixed-term contracts, 
often renewed several times, putting 
public-sector employees into situations 
of uncertainty with no clarity regarding 
their future, this legislation allows for 
these workers to enter into open-ended 
contracts if they have worked for six years 
over an eight-year period. For employees 
who have reached the age of 55, the time 
period required is lower: three years over 
a four-year period. This applies to more 
than 100 000 people.

‘Zero-hours contracts’

According to Wikipedia, zero-hours 
contracts are a type of employment 
contract where the employer does not 
indicate a specific number of working 
hours or a minimum duration of work. 
Employees are paid only for the hours 
worked, and they must make themselves 
available at any time of day. In 2014, in 
the UK, there were about 1.4 million zero-
hours contracts, plus around 1.3 million 
‘inactive’ contracts (no hours worked).

Even if these non-standard contracts suit 
some workers, they often result in the 
worker having to be permanently available 
without any guarantee of employment or 
pay. It is common to see workers getting 
ready in the morning and waiting for 
hours on end for a phone call from their 
manager. Even for workers who are regu-
larly called upon to work, the situation is 
complex, as they are prevented from look-
ing for supplementary employment if their 
working hours are not sufficient because 
of the need to be constantly available; 
they are not paid for waiting time between 
two assignments; they are not entitled 
to unemployment benefits or a pension; 
and most importantly, they live with the 
constant fear of seeing their working 
hours decrease, or even being reduced to 
zero, depending on the needs and choices 
of their employer, who can dismiss them 
without having to lay off these workers.

Contrary to popular belief, these contracts 
are also used in the public sector. In the 
UK, between 200 000 and 300 000 people 
working in the public sector are employed 
on these contracts, especially in the 
sectors of health, education and social 
services, as well as in public institutions.

In the personal services sector, zero-hours 
contracts are used extensively by employ-
ers as a way of reducing costs: according 

to the trade union UNISON, 60 % of work-
ers in this sector are employed under 
this type of contract. Between 2009 and 
2013, the number of zero-hours contracts 
in the National Health Service increased 
from 57 000 to 67 000, and they are used 
in virtually all hospitals. The same holds 
true in the education sector, mainly for 
administrative and maintenance staff, but 
sometimes also for teachers. At Hackney 
Community College, for example, a third 
of teachers are ‘hourly paid lecturers’ 
who carry out exactly the same duties as 
‘normal’ teachers but are paid less, have 
poorer working conditions and enjoy no 
job security.

It is hardly surprising that job insecurity 
and the lack of a guaranteed minimum 
number of hours are major demotivating 
factors, leading to high staff turnover.

UK trade unions have spearheaded vari-
ous campaigns and organised industrial 
action, including strikes, against major 
companies such as Serco, Sports Direct 
and McDonald’s, as well as in the social 
services sector, with the aim of preventing 
or bringing an end to the use of zero-hours 
contracts. While not always successful, 
they have often established a framework 
for the use of such contracts and improved 
the situation of the workers concerned.

In the Netherlands, where zero-hours 
contracts are starting to become more 
common, a 2014 law sets strict limits: 
they may now only be used on the basis 
of a collective agreement and for casual 
work.

Agencies

One of the most visible signs that public 
services are undergoing structural reform 
is decentralisation: while strategic respon-
sibility remains with central government, 
autonomous bodies, generally referred 
to as ‘agencies’, are increasingly being 
tasked with policy implementation. Agen-
cies differ from traditional government 
ministries in their status, functions and 
duties. Unlike ministries, which manage 
a portfolio of diverse areas of expertise 
and must adhere strictly to the rules of 
law governing civil service, agencies have 
their own legal personality, an individual 
sphere of responsibility and a degree of 
operational independence.

Free from hierarchical complexity, these 
specialised autonomous structures 
supposedly combine expertise with inter-

nal organisational and management flex-
ibility, to the benefit not only of the user, 
who receives a better quality of service, 
but also, thanks to the gains in efficiency, 
society as a whole. However, the reality is 
somewhat more nuanced. The prolifera-
tion of autonomous administrative units 
has made their interactions more complex 
and compounded the difficulties of policy 
steering.

One of the New Public Management 
measures introduced in the United King-
dom by the successive governments of 
Margaret Thatcher and John Major was a 
spectacular administrative fragmentation 
programme, involving a profound upheaval 
of the British administration through the 
conversion of ministerial departments 
into autonomous implementing agencies. 
Another was the Next Steps Initiative, 
which saw the creation of more than 140 
such agencies, making up around 80 % of 
the civil service. The effects on the distri-
bution of public employees were signifi-
cant: in 1989 the three sole UK agencies 
had a combined workforce of 5 800 (1  % 
of all state employees), whereas by 1992 
there were already more than 60 agencies 
with a total of 287 000 staff, the equivalent 
of 51 % of the civil service.

According to Colin Talbot7, this initiative, 
launched by Thatcher under the leader-
ship of her ‘efficiency adviser’, Sir Derek 
Rayner, the former chairman of Marks & 
Spencer, was only the first in a series of 
measures intended not merely to improve 
efficiency but, more fundamentally, to 
weaken the civil service by shrinking its 
workforce and developing mechanisms 
to strengthen the role of ministers. The 
1984 target of reducing the number of civil 
servants from 732 000 to 630 000 was not 
only achieved but exceeded. Talbot adds 
that ‘in the area of employment relations, 
the Thatcher and Major governments 
launched a series of (broadly successful) 
measures with the aim of limiting public 
sector pay and changing working prac-
tices (with more mixed results).’

‘Agencification’, a process undertaken to 
varying degrees in most European coun-
tries and in European and international 
organisations, has contributed signifi-
cantly to the lack of job security of civil 
service staff. Generally only a minimal 
proportion of civil servants are appointed 
on a permanent basis; short-term 

7 Talbot, C. ‘La réforme de la gestion publique 
et ses paradoxes: l’expérience britannique’, 
RFAP, nos 105-106

contracts with second-rate employment 
conditions are much more prevalent.

Conclusions

This quick overview of civil service devel-
opments in the last 30-40 years shows 
that the increasing job insecurity in the 
European civil service is far from being an 
isolated phenomenon. In all civil services, 
the New Public Management imported 
from English-speaking countries has led 
to an excessive flexibilisation in the form 
of fixed-term contracts, part-time work, 
lower pay, less social welfare, agencifica-
tion and, as a result, higher levels of job 
insecurity.

No one wants a civil service like those 
depicted by Courteline or Kafka; public 
services must serve the public interest 
and administrations must avoid wasting 
taxpayers’ money.

But to blindly import private sector meth-
ods and practices into the public sector 
is to completely disregard the essential 
characteristics of civil service and the 
main difference between the two sectors: 
one pursues the common interest. while 
the other prioritises profit-making.
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Coaching :
the power to
change lives

WE HEAR A LOT 
ABOUT
COACHING. 
But what is it really?

The word “coach” first came into use in the last century in the 
fields of theatre, opera and cinematography. It referred to 
the person accompanying an artist. It was later used in the 

field of sports training, in order to prepare and motivate athletes 
or teams to improve their performance. It was then adapted to 
the corporate world (team coaching, executive coaching and 
personal development) and to individuals in a non-professional 
context (life coaching).

The purpose of coaching is not to provide people with practical 
solutions, but to help them tap into their own resources and find 
the answers based on their past experiences and the realign-
ment of their values, skills and world view. It can be regarded as 
a journey of self-discovery aided by a specialist, who questions 
the individual with the aim of achieving a set objective, and helps 
them to find the answers to their problems.

How can coaching help us in the development of 
our personal and professional lives?

Coaching is a tool for self-empowerment through a guided 
journey. It is a very useful approach for anyone facing a stale-
mate situation in their personal or professional life. We all have 
moments in our lives when we find it hard to make a decision, 
when we have to look for a new job or get through a rough patch. 
In these situations, we often feel that we don’t have the right 
tools to face them.

In all of these cases, coaching can help us begin our transfor-
mational journey, through self-analysis with an optimistic and 
constructive approach. It helps us to see the glass half-full and 
to believe in our own strength.

Is coaching used in the workplace?

Coaching has been used as a human resources management 
tool since the 1990s in Europe. Many public and private organ-
isations introduced this methodology which, combined with an 
NLP (Neuro-Linguistic Programming) approach, has proved its 
efficiency in reducing employee stress and increasing flexibility. 
The benefits in terms of productivity are tremendous.

It is a win-win strategy: employees feel strengthened and view 
their own abilities in a positive light, and employers benefit from 
a lower rate of absence and sick leave due to burnout/“bore out” 
due to a lack of motivation after changes in the workplace (reor-
ganisation, mobility, new business priorities).

Can I receive coaching at the Commission?

The Commission currently only offers coaching to its managers 
(directors, heads of department, team managers). However, the 
new Learning and Development policy considers the possibility 
of creating a coaching network at the Commission: the EC Coach 
Network. It is important that this network make coaching available 
to all our colleagues, and not just managers.

In the meantime, a growing number of colleagues within our insti-
tution have shown an interest in becoming qualified coaches, and 
have started a learning pathway and specific training programmes. 
Several of them offer their services and are available to help other 
colleagues wishing to follow a similar path.

Some Directorate-Generals have already introduced initiatives 
allowing all their staff to have access to bilateral and group coaching 
sessions. An example is the DGHOME, which launched the Coach-
ing4all initiative with great success. This type of initiative is intended 
to be replicated across all Directorate-Generals.

Does Union Syndicale organise coaching sessions?

Union Syndicale supports the practice of coaching and is in 
contact with a professional coach. To have access to this service, 
please contact us by e-mail at REP PERS USB BXL.

«I can’t change the direction of the wind, 
but I can adjust my sails to always reach 

my destination.»
 Jimmy Dean

Daniela Mormile
Member of the USB 
Executive Committee
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Analysis by Public Services
International (PSI)

Used to privatise whole areas of 
the public sector, public-private 
partnerships (PPPs) are extremely 

complex arrangements that significantly 
increase insecurity. They dismantle entire 
sectors and departments (such as IT, 
catering and legal services) after analys-
ing their profitability, and inherently create 
instability on both sides of the partnership: 
they weaken public sector employees’ 
remuneration and working conditions and 
create insecurity for public sector work-
ers on short-term contracts (assignments 
or projects) by depriving them of career 
prospects and wage progression.

Public Services International (PSI), the 
global trade union federation of which 
Union Syndicale is an affiliate, has carried 
out a study covering decades of privatisation 
of different public services. The study looks 
at strategic sectors such as water, energy 
and healthcare, but the mechanisms are 
clearly explained as well as their impact 
in terms of development and insecurity. 
Public services are increasingly seen by 
companies as a potential source of profit 
and PPPs are used in order to gain access 
to them. The “customer” is taken hostage 
as the services are often provided by 
monopolies. This report should provide food 
for thought not just to trade union militants 
and affected citizens, but also to policy 
makers worldwide.

Why public-private partnerships 
don’t work?

For decades, the failures of water, energy, 
rail and health privatisations have made 
clear across the globe that those who 
promote privatisation offer false prom-
ises. Elections have been fought and won 
on promises to keep public services in 
public hands. Moreover, in sectors like 
health, education, water, energy and 
transport, community attitudes strongly 
support universal public provision.

Yet privatisation and so-called public-
private partnerships are coming back in 

fashion. Many governments are turning 
to public-private partnerships (PPPs) 
in the hope that the private sector will 
finance public infrastructure and public 
services which have been savagely hit by 
the financial crisis. This hope has long run 
through the World Bank and OECD, but is 
now emerging in the G20 and the ongo-
ing negotiations at the United Nations for 
the Sustainable Development Goals and 
the linked Financing for Development. If 
successful, privatisation could become 
official UN policy.

Why such resurgence when the past 30 
year experience shows that privatisation 
is fundamentally flawed?

In the context of the economic crisis, 
governments are under increased pres-
sure to find quick answers to hard ques-
tions about maintaining public services 
and funding infrastructure. The longer 
the crisis extends the more pressure 
mounts to find answers, but so do the 
risks of forgetting the root causes: greed, 
deregulation, and excessive faith in private 
corporations.

PSI’s report “Why we need public spend-
ing” explores the importance of public 
investment and complements this report. 
“Why public-private partnerships don’t 
work” is the culmination of many years 
experience with and assessment of priva-
tisation, in countries both rich and poor. 
This document demystifies the shad-
owy PPP processes, most of which hide 

behind confidential negotiations to protect 
commercial secrecy. There are no public 
consultations, lots of false promises, and 
incredibly complex contracts, all designed 
to protect corporate profits. There is also 
a fair amount of bribery, as privatisation 
contracts can be extremely valuable.

The report concludes that PPPs are an 
expensive and inefficient way of financing 
infrastructure and services.

PPPs are used to conceal public borrowing, 
while providing long-term state guarantees 
for profits to private companies. Private 
sector corporations must maximise profits 
if they are to survive. This is fundamentally 
incompatible with protecting the environ-
ment and ensuring universal access to qual-
ity public services.

The report is an excellent working paper that 
PSI is proposing to affiliates to better under-
stand privatisation and its dangers. The 
different arguments need to be considered 
on their own merits and in conjunction with 
the others, as privatisation is an inherently 
complex process. Unions can extract infor-
mation from this reference document and 
apply it to their specific contexts. Regretta-
bly, most politicians and senior civil servants 
never access this type of information. Local 
and national governments and the UN are 
heavily influenced by the powerful lobby of 
the biggest services and financial corpora-
tions, global consulting and law firms, all 
intent on reaping profits from basic public 
services such as health, water, energy. It is 
our job, in alliance with social movements, 
to raise the alarm bells, to demand trans-
parency and accountability of our public 
officials and elected politicians and to create 
mechanisms for systematic participation in 
decision making.

More dangers

These privatisation policies are also linked 
to the new wave of trade negotiations (TISA, 
TPP, TTIP), also secretive, without public 
consultation, agreed behind closed doors 
and heavily influenced by business interests. 
These trade deals not only facilitate PPPs 

but will also lock them in, making it next to 
impossible to reverse them, regardless of 
outcomes.

A further danger is the recent effort by the 
World Bank, the G20, OECD and others to 
‘financialize’ PPPs in order to access the 
trillions of dollars held by pension funds, 
insurance companies and other institutional 
investors.

To access these funds, governments are 
advised to do a whole lot of PPPs at the 
same time in order to create a pool of assets 
that can then be bundled and sold on to 
long-term investors. This is exactly what the 
financial services companies did with home 
mortgages at the turn of the century, which 
brought us the global financial crisis of 2008. 

The PSIRU report also points to the public 
alternative to privatisation, in which national 
and local governments continue to develop 
infrastructure by using public finance for 
investment, and public sector organisations 
to deliver the service. This provides numer-
ous benefits to the public such as greater 
flexibility, control, and comparative efficiency 
- because of reduced transaction costs and 
contract uncertainty, as well as economies 
of scale - and the efficiency gains of more 
democratic accountability. PSI engages with 
national unions and with social movements. 

Our work on trade has brought new attention 
to the issue and has provoked a number of 
serious debates as to the merits of the ongo-
ing negotiations. In the utilities sector, our 
work has helped provoke a wave of remunic-
ipalisations around the world, most strongly 
in the water sector. And, our alternative to 
PPPs, public-public partnerships, based on 
solidarity and not profit, is having an effect 
in the development community. Our work to 
protect the public interest is unending, but 
this report provides a boost to the evidence 
base and a shot in the arm to those seek-
ing to defend public services for the benefit 
of all. As one of our powerful slogans clearly 
indicates: People and Planet Before Profits!

Links

The report in English:
http://www.world-psi.org/en/publication-why-
public-private-partnerships-dont-work

Follow PSI on Facebook
https://www.facebook.com/PSIglobalunion/

Public-Private 
Partnerships 
(PPP)

http://www.world-psi.org

PSI is a global trade union federation. 
It aims to foster solidarity among men 
and women working in public sector 
worldwide and strives “to build the global 
strength of public sector trade unions to 
advance the rights and interests of work-
ing people and to promote quality public 
services as essential in building fair and 
inclusive societies, where all people have 

Rosa Pavanell
Secretary General of Public 
Services International (PSI)

Rosa Pavanell
Secretary General 
of Public Services 
International (PSI)

Rosa Pavanelli is the 
head of Italy’s Federation 
of Public Employees 
(Federazione Lavoratori 
Funzione Pubblica FP-

CGIL) and also serves as Secretary General 
of Public Services International (PSI) for the 
European Region.

She has been elected as the new leader of the 
International Federation of Public Services, 
representing 20 million public service 
workers in 150 countries.

Rosa Pavanelli says her vision is founded on 
“giving PSI new energy, and standing up for 
justice, solidarity, equality, a fairer and more 
sustainable world”.
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You can choose from among the following 
guarantees:

-supplementary health insurance with the 
RCAM (Régime commun d’assurance mala-
die - common health insurance scheme) 
and its three options,

-car insurance (civil liability, fully compre-
hensive cover [“omnium”], legal protection),

-multi-risk home insurance,

-personal civil liability insurance,

-individual accident insurance (adults and 
children),

-assistance insurance (a variety adapted to 
the needs of each family).

While the core business of an insurer is 
to manage the risks relating to the areas 
mentioned above, our behaviour (as 
mentioned in the “Yin” section) and the 
technological innovations taking place will 
considerably reduce the level of risk in the 
future.

We are of course referring to artificial 
intelligence algorithms, robots and the 
connected objects that are taking over our 
everyday lives.

Just one illustration of this strong trend can 
be seen in the car insurance component of 
our insurance programme..

Our insurer rewards drivers 
whose vehicle is equipped with 
an automatic emergency braking 
(AEB) system (by granting them a 
more attractive rate both under 
the civil liability package and fully 
comprehensive cover package).
The AEB system must be 
triggered automatically without 
any action by the driver.

The related discount amounts 
to 10% of the civil liability and 
comprehensive cover premiums, 
and 20% if the AEB system uses 
radar-based technology.

Artificial intelligence will completely revo-
lutionise the insurance pricing scale in the 
coming years.

While it won’t negate everyday preven-
tion, or render the benefits of responsible 
behaviour superfluous, its contribution 
will considerably impact the yin/yang 
balance.

If you would like to learn 
more about our insurance 
programme, you can:

-contact Mrs Larsimont at the 
USB to arrange a meeting at our 
offices (tel.: +32 2 733 98 00 - email: 
francoise.larsimont@unionsyndicale.
eu - postal address: Avenue des 
Gaulois, 36 à 1040 Brussels, 
Belgium)

-or contact our Concordia insurance 
broker in charge of managing this 
insurance programme: Mr Alain 
Voets (tel.: +32 2 420 00 33 - mobile: 
+32 471 13 35 07 - email address: 
expats@concordia.be - postal 
address: Romeinsesteenweg/
Chaussée Romaine 564 b à1853 
Strombeek-Bever, Belgium).

The yin: Prevention:

Our libraries are overflowing with publica-
tions, works and articles on prevention, 
which goes to show how important it is to 
us to satisfy our need for security.

Besides the many societal challenges it 
presents, prevention is also, to a large 
extent, a question of attitude and indi-
vidual behaviour.

It’s clear that our behaviour has an 
impact-be it in the short, medium or long 
term-on our likelihood of becoming ill or 
having an accident.

Good behaviour and the proper attitude 
can save us a lot of difficulties.

Take disease for example. Who would 
argue that our lifestyle, eating habits, 
quality of sleep, addictions and approach 
to exercise or sport do not affect our 
health?

If we take a look at accidents, in the public 
sector, road safety is the main cause of 
concern, whereas in the private sector, 
domestic risks are prevalent.

Our homes are full of traps.

Most accidents take place in the kitchen, 
followed by the garden and the bathroom, 
with the stairs and corridor coming in 
close behind.

In terms of injuries, hand (burns, cuts, 
bites, stings) and eye injuries (thermal 

burns, chemical burns, radiation burns, 
contusions, cuts, foreign bodies in the eye) 
are the most common.

Can the USB make a contribution for the 
benefit of its members in such a broad 
area?

This question merits more attention.

The yang: Insurance

Despite the focus on prevention, there is 
no denying that doctors’ surgeries, and the 
hospitals are always full. The fire brigade 
and other rescue services are permanently 
on the go, while body shops and lawyers are 
inundated with work.

Does this mean that the efforts made in the 
area of prevention are in vain?

The answer is definitely no; the situation 
would be out of control otherwise.

Besides, it’s inevitable that at some stage 
you’ll be in the wrong place at the wrong 
time.

That’s where your insurance comes in.

In this respect and in light of this uncer-

tainty, the USB felt it could do its bit by seek-
ing the best solutions to meet the needs of 
European civil servants and, in particular, 
its members.

Thus, for the past few years, the USB has 
provided European civil servants the possi-
bility of choosing as they see fit from a cata-
logue of insurance products.

These products aim to combine the most 
widespread guarantees with a special rate.

We won’t go into detail at this point on what 
is-let’s face it-a fairly complicated topic, but 
the main thing to note is that you can benefit 
from a 10%-20% discount compared to the 
average market price, depending on the 
type of insurance taken out.

As you are well aware, the insurance market 
is highly competitive and prices can vary 
greatly from one insurance company to the 
next, depending on your risk profile.

In order to be sure you are getting the best 
offer, do not hesitate to request several 
quotes.

Prevention and
Insurance

THE YIN 
AND YANG 
OF OUR 
NEED FOR 
SAFETY
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USB membership
Find the US-Brussels on 
bruxelles.unionsyndicale.eu/adherer


