
EDITORIAL
There can be little doubt that the liberalisation of public services − a term that covers a whole range
of measures from outright privatisation to forms of regulated competition in areas formerly under
state ownership and control − has been one of the most pervasive and significant developments in
global political economy of the past twenty years: pervasive because it has spread, in diverse forms,
throughout the industrialised and increasingly also the developing world, driven not only by governments
but also by international organisations such as the OECD and, importantly in our context, the European
Union (EU); significant because it marks the reversal of a secular trend that had characterised the
twentieth century towards an extension of direct state involvement in the economy and the provision
of public services and goods.

Given the historical association of the labour movement with that extension and the ideology of state
ownership that underpinned it, and the fact that, while spear-headed by liberal and conservative
governments in the 1980s, the liberalisation trend has more recently been accepted and indeed intensified
by many centre-left parties and governments, the issue is clearly one of vital importance for trade unions
and the way they see themselves and their goals. On top of this comes the generally high concentration
of union membership and the historically evolved, specific forms of industrial relations in the public
sector, both of which have come under pressure from the liberalisation agenda. It is against this
background that the editorial committee of TRANSFER resolved to produce an issue that documents
and analyses the diversity of experience with, and of policy positions towards, liberalisation, focussing,
in view of space constraints, on the EU and the US.

Whether or not the decision to attempt to deal with such a complex and controversial topic reflects
naivety rather than courage, the editors present an issue that may seem to a ‘tale of two regions’:
based on negative experiences in their countries, authors from the ‘Anglo-Saxon’ countries reject liberal-
isation outright, fearing that it leads inevitably to a deterioration in the provision of public goods and
services to the population and in the rights and working conditions of public-sector employees. The
other authors, in contrast, see in the regulated, controlled ‘soft’ forms of regulation typical of Continental
Europe not least an opportunity for public companies and services to improve efficiency and compet-
itiveness and thus sustain employment in the longer run. Of course, they also realise that trade unions
are facing challenges in what is one of their remaining bastions and that unions must act at a qualita-
tively higher, transnational level within a European framework if they are effectively to represent social
interests under the new conditions prevailing in the public sector. We very much hope that the presen-
tation of both of these lines of argument, frequently encountered in both social scientific and trade
union discourse, in a single publication − as expressed not only in the main articles, but also in the
back sections − will make this a lively issue of TRANSFER. We would very much like to hear your
reactions and are prepared for both praise and critique.
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