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Posting of workers: the view of those 
losing out
Relative to its total population, Belgium is the European country that has seen 
most posted workers in recent years. How do Belgian construction workers view 
this “competition”? What are its consequences in terms of pay, working conditions 
and mental health? The view of union representatives and leaders.

Construction work in 
progress on a hospital 
in Liège (Belgium). 
Until last January, 
workers from India 
(but registered in Italy) 
were employed on a 
largescale construction 
project. They have since 
been fired, officially 
due to defects in 
the work.
Image: © Martine Zunini



27 spring-summer 2016/HesaMag #13

"The construction sector is silently dying a 
slow death, amidst general indifference." Gery 
Vandendoren, 55, works for the cement man-
ufacturer Holcim. Every day he criss-crosses 
the Charleroi region (western Belgium) in his 
cement mixer, delivering tonnes of concrete 
to different sites. Suffice to say, he knows the 
building world like the back of his hand. 

"In recent years, our customers have 
been asking us to deliver the concrete earlier 
and earlier, sometimes before 5 a.m. When I 
arrive on site, workers from eastern or south-
ern Europe are already there. I have watched 
the gradual exodus of Belgians from building 
sites", he reports.

According to trade union figures, since 
the end of 2011, 20 000 jobs have been lost in 
the building sector, i.e. more than one worker 
in eight, even though construction companies 
saw a 1.8% increase in business between the 
end of 2011 and the end of 2014. 

The unions attribute this drop in em-
ployment to the influx of foreign workers. 
In Belgium, the number of foreign workers 
temporarily posted to the building sector 
more than tripled between 2009 and 2014, 
from 28 646 to 94 165. These official figures, 
which are already staggering, clearly do not 
take account of those working illegally on 
building sites.

“Race to the bottom”

"The documentary Race to the bottom1 accu-
rately summarises the situation that we have 
been experiencing for a few years. Hundreds 
of underpaid, badly housed and poorly fed 
workers turn up to work for a few months on 
building sites in Brussels and the other main 
cities. I can only describe them as the ‘new 
slaves of the 21st century’", complains Robert 
Vertenueil, manager of the Centrale Générale 
section of the FGTB socialist union federation. 

1. This Danish 
documentary describes 
the practices of temporary 
employment agencies, 
particularly the Irish 
company Atlanco Rimec, 
which recruits and supplies 
large companies with 
thousands of low-paid 
workers from European 
countries. Race to the 
Bottom, Poul-Erik Heilbuth 
and Georg Larsen, 2014, 
58 minutes.

2. In early March 2016, 
the European Commission 
presented a draft reform 
of the Directive on the 
posting of workers, which 
proposes to extend, 
to posted workers, the 
benefits laid down by 
the laws and collective 
agreements of the host 
countries, for example a 
13th month payment, bad 
weather allowances, etc. 
However, the proposal 
maintains the controversial 
principle of social security 
contributions being paid in 
the country of origin.
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Éric has worked for 23 years as a brick-
layer for the company Lixon. For a long time, 
this company, which has been based in the 
Charleroi region since the late 19th century, 
favoured local labour, but a few years ago it 
began copying its competitors and now also 
uses subcontractors. 

"Previously it was sporadic, but in 2014 
the plasterers and drywallers started to ar-
rive, particularly Brazilians and Portuguese, 
followed by Polish and Romanian window 
carpenters with their own products, as well 
as Spaniards, initially mainly carpenters but 
more recently also bricklayers", states the un-
ion representative. 

"For those from eastern European coun-
tries, this specialisation is theoretical. Often 
they are essentially agricultural workers, who 
are very brave but totally inexperienced. They 
learn on the job, under the supervision of a 
team leader", he adds. 

Several testimonies criticise the key role 
played by these team leaders, who are gener-
ally the only ones that speak a bit of French 
or English. All contacts not only with the "cli-
ent", but also with the local authorities and 
population (owners of the housing where they 
are accommodated, for example), therefore 
automatically go through them. They may 
also give the workers their wages directly. 

The European Directive on the post-
ing of workers stipulates that posted work-
ers must receive at least the minimum wage 
in the host country, that the regulations on 

working time and health and safety must be 
observed, and that accommodation and food 
must be provided to them free of charge2. 
These principles are freely flouted, if we are 
to believe the testimonies of Belgian workers 
and the rare "posted workers" who dare to 
speak out (see the article on p. 23).

"I have seen posted workers pouring concrete 
in the snow … When they’re worn out, 
they return home."
A union representative
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even local authorities to take more effective 
action against the abuse. 

The system of public procurement is 
in the trade unions’ sights. In Europe, until 
recently the competitive bidding system was 
mainly used. Its guiding principle is to award 
the contract to the tenderer submitting the 
lowest bid. To win contracts, the major Bel-
gian construction companies set prices arti-
ficially low. 

The result is that they subcontract 
part of the work to more modest companies, 
which often in turn entrust certain tasks to 
other even smaller companies. The expres-
sion "subcontracting chain" is used to de-
scribe these practices. The further down this 
"chain" you go, the more you venture into the 
opaque areas of the economy, between light 
grey and dark grey. This mechanism has the 

3. The main contractor is 
the company responsible 
for the project. It oversees 
the work and coordinates 
the various trades.
4. The auditorat du travail 
is a body of magistrates 
whose main tasks are to 
combat social fraud and 
enforce labour law.

A climate of tension 

While they recognise that "posted workers" 
bear the brunt of these abuses, the competi-
tion between "national workers" and "posted 
workers" is creating an increasingly palpable 
climate of tension. 

Aside from the pay differences, the fact 
that teams of posted workers fail to comply 
with the Belgian law on well-being at work is 
also a source of friction. "When it is very bad 
weather or icy, the law allows us not to work. 
But foreign workers are on site in all weath-
ers", notes Youssef, a 41-year-old bricklayer 
and crane operator. 

"I have seen posted workers pour-
ing concrete in the snow, while their boss 
watched them from the comfort of a heated 
office. When they’re worn out, they return 
home", complains Gery Vandendoren. 

The Belgian workers also point to the 
lack of a safety culture, particularly among 
eastern European workers. 

"During a visit to a site where they were 
building a nursing home, we discovered post-
ed workers in jeans, t-shirts and trainers. 
They do not hesitate to remove guardrails 
and scaffolding if they feel that these are in 
the way", reports Jean-Yves Ruykens, who 
is responsible for the building sector in the 
Liège region for the Confédération des syndi-
cats chrétiens (CSC), a Christian trade union 
confederation. In this context, workplace ac-
cidents are almost always brushed under the 
carpet.

"They keep working despite their inju-
ries, without complaining. As a result, this 
makes Belgian workers look idle, which is an 
image that our bosses obviously like to point 
out to us", complains a union representative, 
who prefers to remain anonymous, from one 
of the largest European construction groups.

Between light grey and dark grey

"There isn’t just one form of social dumping, 
but a whole range, some of which just bend 
the rules, while others are borderline illegal, 
or even downright criminal", assesses Robert 
Vertenueil. Although the union leader be-
lieves that it would be desirable to improve 
European legislation – he calls for the princi-
ple of social security contributions being paid 
in the country of origin to be abolished – he 
particularly wants the national, regional and 
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advantage of diluting the responsibility of the 
client and main contractor3, who hide behind 
the fact that they are not the direct employers 
of the exploited workers.

Carlo Briscolini, Secretary-General of 
the FGTB’s Centrale Générale section for the 
Charleroi region, describes a system of sub-
contracting that involves "ethnic strata". He 
cites the example of a major building project 
that is ongoing in the heart of his city: "Site 
coordination is the responsibility of the Ital-
ian posted workers, whose wage conditions 
are similar to the Belgians. The various trades 
are then distributed among the Portuguese, 
Poles, etc. At the bottom of the ladder are the 
Kosovars, and even workers of Egyptian ori-
gin, who are recruited by an Italian company 
to which the structural work has been sub-
contracted (see also the box, p. 30)." 
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Complaints have been filed with the 
auditorat du travail4, but the cases are mak-
ing slow progress. Several union leaders 
have complained about the labour inspector-
ate’s failure to look at these cases, with the 
lack of human resources not being the full 
story. Some trade unionists talk about leni-
ency, particularly when these practices con-
cern huge projects carried out by the leading 
construction companies. 

A charter against social dumping

Laurent, a 41-year-old bricklayer, is going 
through a difficult period. Since September 

"To avoid their 
responsibilities, 
many local officials 
hide under the 
European umbrella."
A union leader

From northern 
Portugal to the heart 
of Europe
Manuel Moreira Da Costa is only in his early 
thirties, but has already clocked up tens of 
thousands of kilometres on the road looking 
for decently paid work. For 10 years he has 
been working for a major Brussels construction 
company. He has a permanent contract with a 
reputable company that has a full order book. 
As things currently stand, but particularly in 
light of how his career started and the situation 
of many of his compatriots, Manuel regards 
himself as privileged.

“When I left school at the age of 16, I was em-
ployed to do welding work by a company in my 
home region in the north of Portugal. I liked the 
work and it fitted with my qualifications, but, at 
the end of the month, I would find myself with 
520 euros in my pocket. I couldn’t plan for the 
future on that.”

He very quickly started to look for another job. At 
the time, Spain was experiencing a property boom 
that seemed limitless. After initially working on a 
site in Asturias, he signed a contract with a Por-
tuguese company that had been subcontracted 
work as part of a major cement plant construction 
project in southern Spain. So he moved 1 200 kilo-
metres from his roots. The document was partly 
written in Portuguese, and partly in Spanish. He 
and his 15 other colleagues, all Portuguese, had 

to share four bunk beds, which the night shift 
and day shift occupied alternately. He worked for 
12 hours a day. But the important part was that his 
wage was nearly three times higher. With money, 
his horizons opened up. He could finally think 
about building a life. For a time …

After two months, the Portuguese workers 
were no longer welcome in the local restaurant, 
and one day the police knocked on their 
door. “Our boss had stopped paying the rent, 
and the restaurant owner with whom he had 
negotiated an agreement to offer us meals free 
of charge was no longer receiving the promised 
payments”, remembers Manuel. The Portuguese 
subcontractor had also forgotten that he had 
promised to allow them to spend one weekend a 
month with their families. His wages – he is still 
waiting to be paid for his last month of work … 
– were used to pay for the food of his colleagues 
who had nothing left, and to meet the rent.

“One day I’d had enough. At the time I had a 
9-seater Vito van. I said to my workmates: who 
wants to come with me, as I’m going home. I went 
to Spain to earn more money. On my return to Por-
tugal, I had fewer savings than when I left”, he says. 

But, at home, the wages were still just as low. His 
father and brother had gone to Brussels three 
years earlier. He decided to join them. This was 
in August 2005. “I went on the basis of what my 
brother said. He had talked about me to his boss. 
I had to wait a month before I was hired”, he 
remembers. He started as a simple labourer:  
“the work was a bit tough for me”.

“You had to buy your own tools and personal 
protective equipment. The boss’s work 
involved finding sites where his men could 
live as he had no premises.” Out of curiosity, 
he went to the address of the company’s 
registered office. He found an empty piece 
of land, a “potato field”, hemmed in between 
two buildings. “But I was happy. Every month 
I had my envelope. I was used to much worse 
than that. Every fortnight I had 800 or 
900 euros. I didn’t ask any questions and, in 
fact, I couldn’t have asked any because at the 
time I didn’t speak French.”

The problem was that none of his income was 
being declared by his boss. So when he went 
to the municipal offices to complete the steps 
in order to remain in Belgium, the official, 
who refused to speak to him in English, asked 
him to sign a document. “I was quite happy to 
do so because I thought that it was my resi-
dence permit. In fact it was an order to leave 
the country within 30 days.” A few hours 
before the deadline, the building company 
Louis De Waele employed him as a welder. He 
could remain in Belgium.

He has recently purchased a little terraced 
house in the Centre working class region, 
around 50 kilometres to the south of Brussels. 
His father, who is 60, and his older brother still 
work in Belgium. They all dream of returning 
home. But do they really think they’ll manage it 
before they retire? “My younger brother, who’s 
18, is leaving to work in Luxembourg in a week’s 
time”, he confides. 

2015 he has worked only one week in five. 
The other weeks he has been in "temporary 
economic unemployment", which is a proce-
dure that allows a construction employer to 
temporarily lay off his employees while his 
order book is quiet. According to this union 
representative, his employer freely bends 
the rules. "He lays us off and justifies this 
by saying that we do not have the necessar-
ily skill set to carry out certain tasks, which 
he then entrusts to subcontractors who use 
posted workers. He uses us at his conveni-
ence", he complains. 

The union activist is even more disgust-
ed as many of these sites are publicly fund-
ed: social housing, publicly assisted nursing 
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An obscure Italian 
company and its 
Indian workers build 
one of the largest 
hospitals in Belgium
Eight gigantic cranes tower over the road 
that leads into the centre of Liège. At the 
top are huge boards bearing the logos of 
the four main companies that are carrying 
out this 360 million euros project as a 
consortium. On this broad strip of black 
earth, previously occupied by a coal mine, 
the second stage of one of the largest new 
hospitals in Belgium is already standing, 
barely eight months after the first block 
was laid. 

“Fewer than 10 of my work colleagues, particu-
larly the crane operators, are currently working 
on this site. That’s not many compared to the 
800 employees in my company”, Joseph angrily 
complains (forename changed at the worker’s 
request). Like many Belgian construction work-
ers, he dislikes the fact that they have lost out 
on this major project to workers from abroad. In 
Liège, this scenario has kept being repeated in 
recent years. The impressive tower of the Min-
istry of Finance, the extension to the university 
campus, the construction of the new research 

centre for a flagship Walloon pharmaceutical 
company: each time “posted workers” supplant 
the local workforce.

When you walk along the public path beside the 
site, you can see, between the mesh of the fence 
that prevents public access, around 20 workers 
who, under their white hard hats, seem to have 
faces with dark complexions. 

“These workers are originally from India, but 
now apparently have Italian nationality. They are 
employed by an Italian company to which some 
of the structural work has been contracted by 
the consortium of Belgian companies”, we learn 
from a trade union source.

The reason is not difficult to understand. You 
only have to ask the residents who are strolling 
near to the 30 hectare site.

“You get the impression that they never stop”, 
says a former Moroccan miner who lives in this 
working-class district in the northern suburb of 
Liège. “They are on site very early in the morning, 
and they sometimes even work late into the 
evening. Some residents complain because they 
can’t sleep. The site has shut down for a long pe-
riod only once, which was during the Christmas 
holidays. It seems that they returned to their 
families in India for two weeks”, he explains.

The Belgian trade unions conducted an investi-
gation to find out how these Asian workers can 

manage to work in temperatures close to zero, 
more than 7 000 kilometres from home. They 
are apparently employed by the Italian company 
Consorzio Edile C.M.

The Belgian trade unions contacted their 
Italian counterparts to get more information 
about this very discrete company. The result 
was not much at all. The name Consorzio Edile 
was unknown to them and is definitely not one 
of the big names in the Italian construction 
industry. With little time and few resources, 
the trade unions have not been able to take 
their investigation further, but suspect that 
Consorzio Edile is simply a letterbox company 
that does not have any real business activity 
in Italy. The firm has an address in Belgium, in 
the suburbs of Charleroi. “This information has 
been provided to the labour inspectorate”, our 
trade union source confirms.

On 19 April, just before going to press, we 
learned that two managers linked to Consor-
zio Edile have been charged with trafficking 
in human beings, and infringements of social 
legislation and well-being at work obligations. 
A few days earlier, seven Egyptian workers 
expressed their anger at not having been paid 
for several months by climbing to the top of 
one of the Rive Gauche cranes in Charleroi. 
As in Liège, the main contractors of this 
ambitious building project have delegated 
the structural work to this problematic Italian 
subcontractor.
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5. For more information: 
Van den Abeele E. (2014), 
Integrating social and 
environmental dimensions 
in public procurement: one 
small step for the internal 
market, one giant leap for 
the EU?, Working Paper, 
Brussels, ETUI.

homes, public crèches, etc. "Belgium is losing 
out on two fronts: firstly, public money is be-
ing used to finance projects that are employ-
ing fewer and fewer Belgian workers and, sec-
ondly, the social security system is having to 
pay unemployment benefits to workers who 
have been laid off", summarises the worker. 

"To avoid their responsibilities, many 
local officials hide under the European um-
brella", complains Marc Vreuls, who is re-
sponsible for the construction sector in Liège 
for the FGTB. This excuse has seen its day. 
The European legislation on public procure-
ment now allows contracting authorities to 
include social and environmental criteria in 
their invitations to tender5. In Belgium, the 

municipalities are responsible for 50% of Bel-
gian public investment. Elected officials can 
therefore take concrete action against the 
unfair practices that they have consistently 
denounced. 

In September 2015 one municipality 
adopted a charter against social dumping, in 
which it undertook to ensure that "workers 
involved in the performance of contracts are 
treated in a manner that ensures they have a 
dignified quality of life". A handful of towns 
have followed suit. 

The trade unions are delighted. But per-
haps this is all too late to contradict the union 
representative who said: "There’s no future in 
bricklaying for Belgians."•


