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Board-level employee 
representation:
balancing interests
across the company

Introduction
 Norbert Kluge and Michael Gold

Many companies today seem to have become little more than money-machines, 
seeking the highest returns from global markets. Management decisions are driven 
not by longer-term, sustainable objectives but by obscure forms of optimised capi-
tal leverage. Employees, and indeed many managers too, are the slaves rather than 
the masters of such companies. Works councils and trade unions are reduced to 
mopping up the social consequences of their decisions. They have no alternative to 
helping employees adapt pragmatically to the demands of ‘flexibility’, which gener-
ally means little more than lack of job security combined with low pay at the same 
time. They enjoy no bonuses for risk taking. 

In this environment, attention focuses almost exclusively on the interests of 
shareholders and senior executives. However, doubts have begun increasingly to 
emerge about the viability of this business model, particularly following the financial 
crisis across the world in 2008. On the bright side, the crisis might yet herald a return 
to an appreciation of the wider range of institutional interests across companies that 
give them balance and stability. In this respect, board-level employee representatives 
– whether appointed or elected – might embody one element in the creation of such 
a broader, stakeholder-driven company. Indeed, in many EU member states, they al-
ready enjoy statutory support, and the enactment of the European Company Statute 
in 2001 initiated an extension of this feature of industrial relations, demonstrating its 
advantages for the operation of transnational companies in Europe. 

That is why this book depicts the everyday realities of serving as an employee 
representative in company boardrooms, and – as importantly – the personalities 
behind them. Eighteen representatives located in 12 European countries intro-
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duce the reader to their experiences, as well as their duties, responsibilities and 
perceptions against the background of their individual character, colleagues and 
workplaces. Material was collected mainly by telephone interviews conducted by 
Aline Conchon (for France and Luxembourg), Michael Gold (for Finland, Germany, 
Hungary, Ireland, the Netherlands, Norway and Sweden), Norbert Kluge (for Aus-
tria, Czech Republic and Germany) and Adam Mrozowicki (for Poland). Appendix 
1 provides a list of further reading, while Appendix 2 summarises the kind of rep-
resentation to be found – if any – in each country. Appendix 3 outlines the activity 
of the European Worker Participation Competence Centre (EWPCC) at the ETUI.

This collection of interviews reveals insights into the practice of board-level 
employee representation in countries with strong statutory provisions, such as Aus-
tria, Germany or Sweden; in countries with forms of participation negotiated on the 
basis of statutory provision, such as Finland or Poland; and in countries regarded as 
weaker in this field of participation, such as France, (arguably) Hungary or Ireland. 
All in all, the interviews reflect the fact that 17 of the 27 EU-member states (or 18 in-
cluding Norway which is member of the European Economic Area) make some form 
of statutory provision for employee participation in company boardrooms, either on 
supervisory boards or on boards of directors. Certainly, there are huge differences 
among these provisions and, accordingly, the nature of the understanding about the 
task across most of the countries affected. But these countries share an understand-
ing deeply rooted in their national society that companies should serve to benefit not 
only their owners but also society as a whole. This is the reason why employees there, 
to some degree or another, form an integral part of company decision making and 
company supervision. Furthermore, in the political context of the legislation creating 
participatory frameworks going back mostly to the 1970s or beyond, employee par-
ticipation is the core of the idea to make workplaces more democratic. 

Participation rights in the European Economic Area

Widespread	participation	rights	
comprising state-owned as well as  
private companies (12 countries)
 
Limited	participation	rights
mainly state-owned or privatised  
companies (6 countries)

No	(or	very	limited)	participation	rights
(12 countries)
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Regardless of the varying institutional parameters of employee participation 
in these countries, senior executives are obliged to disclose and discuss their strate-
gies, including explanations of at least their social consequences, with board-level 
employee representatives. These executives are generally well advised to deal with 
objections expressed by employee representatives to ensure the proper implemen-
tation of their decisions. This is also the way the company attempts to balance the 
interests of its stakeholders, which constitutes a key economic function of employee 
participation. 

Most importantly, though, the chance to influence economic decisions un-
derlines the significance of acting democratically. It contributes towards making 
employees citizens in their own workplaces. It emphasises the historically informed 
understanding in Europe that to operate a business in the spirit of social partner-
ship requires the acceptance of employee representatives as negotiation partners 
on an equal footing.  

One of the major issues in the European debate on corporate governance 
concerns the question as to whether convergence is taking place between the two 
different corporate systems generally predominant in Europe: the single-tier sys-
tem combining executive and non-executive functions on one board, and the two-
tier system distinguishing between a management board and a supervisory board 
on which the chief executive has no mandate. This divergence in background is 
important in understanding the role of employee participation. The reader of the 
interviews has to take into account the special circumstances in which experienc-
es take place. The supervisory board system predominates in almost half the EU 
member states, with statutory support for employee representatives in countries 
like Austria and Germany, as well as the Czech Republic, Hungary and Slovakia. 
However, in the single-tier system too, typical of the Anglo-Saxon world, there ex-
ist places for employee representatives as non-executives on the board of direc-
tors. This is the case in Norway and Sweden. From the perspective of employee 
representatives, perhaps, the tasks may differ somewhat. But, in the end, in both 
systems, board-level employee representatives are responsible for the company de-
cisions to which they are party. Employee representatives have the same rights, but 
also the same duties as the representatives of the other stakeholders. The European 
Company (Societas Europaea, or SE) has introduced a certain new momentum into 
these developments because, whenever a company becomes an SE, its management 
must take decisions about its future structure in whatever EU member state it is 
headquartered. 

The interviewees’ responses in this book reveal that, in everyday practice, 
the demands of the financial markets lead to similar pressures for openness and 
transparency. Regardless of the company, or country from which they originate, the 
representatives make it clear that the predominance of the constraints imposed by 
international financial markets forms the backcloth to their work, which requires 
considerable professionalism in understanding and tracking events. 

However, from a personal perspective, the formal differences between ar-
rangements for board-level employee representation may make it difficult to ex-
change views and experiences among colleagues working in different environ-
ments. In Sweden, an employee representative is appointed by the trade union 
in a company to be member of the board, but it might be difficult for him or her 
to understand why, according to German law on codetermination, the union link 
accompanies a legal provision to reserve a certain proportion of board member-
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ship to full-time trade union officers. A German representative may similarly have 
some difficulty in understanding the lack of statutorily based works councils in the 
Nordic countries. In those countries, power is generated only through trade union 
membership, which is comparatively high. Another peculiarity is the understand-
ing in the Dutch system that all members of the supervisory board are regarded as 
‘independent’, which equally covers those who are appointed on a proposal from 
the works council. However, such members are not seen as particularly linked to 
employee interests, even by the works council itself. In contrast with almost any of 
the other systems of board-level employee participation, in the Netherlands board 
members proposed by employees may not have an employment contract with the 
company. On the other hand, an Irish ‘worker director’ on the board of a State-
owned company would insist on being recognised as a trade union linked repre-
sentative of the workforce. 

Regardless of the formal structure, with the exception of Germany, the Neth-
erlands and possibly also certain central and east European member states, the un-
derlying concept of board-level employee representation can be seen as an explicit 
link with workplace representation, whether as a shop steward, as in the Nordic 
countries, or through a works council, as in Austria. In Austria, being a board mem-
ber will be understood as an extension of the information and consultation rights 
at the workplace. In Poland a similar picture can be assumed: only trade unions in 
a company have the right to appoint employee representatives to decision-making 
bodies.

As result, conflicting developments have arisen. On the one hand, cross-bor-
der organisation of companies, together with mounting pressures from financial 
markets, has become more and more normal. On the other hand, statutory provi-
sions in general and forms of employee participation in particular remain a national 
affair. In contrast to previous times, employee representatives are confronted today 
increasingly frequently with the fact that the proportion of the workforce in their 
home country is lower than that abroad. This may well have an impact on the way 
in which the interests of the workforce should best be represented. Of course, na-
tional legislation regulating the issue is restricted to national borders. An employee 
representative is legitimized only by the vote of the domestic workforce. This might 
lead to a certain conflict of interest if senior management proposes, for example, 
a cross-border relocation. Evaluation of investment strategies in foreign locations 
might also prove to be a sensitive issue. How, in such a case, should employee rep-
resentatives act to ensure an appropriate balance of interests?

The reader will notice interesting, reflective and very varying answers to 
these challenges of today in the interviews. However, independently from the per-
sonalities and their varied backgrounds, some issues that many of them have in 
common should also be stressed.

Personal importance of being an employee representative 

From a personal point of view, accepting a mandate in a company boardroom did 
not come as a surprise to the majority of the interviewees. In many cases, it was 
regarded as part of the responsibilities of office as an elected employee representa-
tive. The professional situation of those employees with originally blue-collar back-
grounds had changed over the years, with their long-standing role as employee 
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representatives resulting in personal advancement. Such advancement cannot be 
understood as ‘professional’ because – even after such a long period of experience 
and reflection – there is no such thing as the profession of ‘employee representa-
tive’ that can be readily transferred into the context of another company. It is nota-
ble that most of the interviewees saw themselves fully accepted by the shareholder 
representatives and even by senior management. This may be perceived as a sign 
of recognition by the ‘other side’ of the industrial relations equation. In fact, it also 
demonstrates an acceptance of a rather ‘continental’ and socially integrative way to 
conduct business.

 

Always a minority position in the boardroom

Legally speaking, in none of the countries in the survey would employee representa-
tives be able to build majorities against shareholder interests when it came to voting 
about decisions on the supervisory or board of directors. This is important when 
taking in account the fact that the most frequent decision concerns the appointment 
or dismissal of directors. But with respect to other topics too, it is remarkable that 
employee representatives do not prefer simply to say ‘no’ because of their minor-
ity position. As they feel responsibility for protecting and safeguarding workplaces, 
they try to get recognised for their intimate knowledge of the company and their 
generally constructive proposals. In line with their individual characteristics and 
decision making styles, formed in varying cultural environments, it is clear that 
disputes are generally solved ‘behind the scenes’ and without explicit expression. 
Diverging views are discussed and reconciled in advance of official meetings. Many 
interviewees highlighted the fact that they had sometimes been able to delay cer-
tain intended decisions. But in the end, as a result, better decisions had been taken 
and it had become so much more probable that they had subsequently really been 
implemented.

Shared or conflicting interests

Indeed, representatives revealed interesting insights into boardroom dynamics, 
particularly the extent to which they felt they did or did not share common inter-
ests about the company with shareholder representatives. Whilst they agreed that 
they all wanted to promote the company’s long-term interests, interpretations of 
such interests might vary. One interviewee noted a potential conflict in her role: 
as a member of the board she hoped to protect the interests of the company as a 
whole, but as specifically a board-level employee representative, she was naturally 
concerned above all with those of labour. Views on investment strategy and employ-
ment matters were therefore likely to differ, particularly when it came to questions 
of cost-cutting. 

However, it was also observed that shareholder representatives themselves 
did not always act as a cohesive bloc. On one occasion, when employee representa-
tives had voted against a proposed merger, they were joined by a number of the 
shareholder representatives and together they defeated the plan. Though in most 
cases interviewees reported consensual decision making, the Hungarian system al-
lows employee representatives to submit a minority report to shareholders for con-
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sideration. Many interviewees stated in one form or another that one of their main 
tasks was to remind shareholders of the long-term interests of the company, that is, 
that its purpose was not simply to maximise returns on capital but also to operate 
in a genuinely sustainable manner. 

Competences and skills

Many interviewees have long service in their companies, and were approached to 
stand as board-level employee representatives by their union as a mark of respect 
and recognition. In the Netherlands, however, concern was expressed that works 
councils tended to nominate ‘in their own image’, and the interviewee had set up 
her own foundation in an attempt to expand the profile of potential nominees. But 
generally, a detailed knowledge of the company was shared by all interviewees. In 
most cases, the company itself or the representative’s union provided training in 
board-level issues, and most representatives enjoyed the support of a network of 
associates – both amongst senior management and the union – who could be called 
on for advice. In some cases, external bodies, such as the Hans-Böckler-Stiftung 
in Germany, provided training too. Representatives also often had pre-meetings 
with fellow representatives to air issues of common concern. Most acknowledged 
the pressures of keeping up to date with volumes of complex financial data, espe-
cially when it arrived rather close to the board meeting, but also stressed that they 
brought human-related skills to the board: their contribution centred principally 
on ensuring that company strategy properly reflected employee perspectives and 
interests. Many relate incidents in which they were able to affect proposals to the 
advantage of employees in areas like mergers policy, pensions, redundancies, re-
muneration and grading schemes, and relocation. 

The future of employee representation 

All the interviewees spoke positively and warmly of their experiences on the board. 
They had learnt a great deal about their company not only for themselves but also 
on behalf of the employees who had elected them. Many had been re-elected on 
several occasions. The single greatest constraint on their activity was the require-
ment for confidentiality and their inability to share sensitive information with 
works councils or unions. Even so, several had devised ways to deal with this – for 
example, by requesting permission from senior management to use certain catego-
ries of information, getting senior management itself to brief employees, and using 
information in an acceptably general and oblique manner. In all cases, interviewees 
reported that works councillors and union colleagues understood their position and 
had never created any awkwardness.

Interviewees did not, on the whole, believe that the global financial crisis had 
substantially altered their role, but some felt it might make their relationship with 
shareholder representatives more difficult, as it would put pressure on labour costs 
and possibly lead to deferred investment decisions. It also required them continu-
ally to refine and update their knowledge of financial markets. Several also noted 
that they had been proactive in placing climate change issues on the agendas of 
board meetings. 
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Overall, it is difficult to improve on the observation of one of the board-level 
employee representatives who summarised his role as ‘educational, challenging 
and exciting’. Most interviewees would certainly agree.
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Board-level employee
representation in Austria  

Employee representation at board level is widespread in Austria, with 
the works council choosing a third of the members of the supervisory 
board from its own ranks.

The works council has the right to choose one third of the representatives of the su-
pervisory board of all stock corporations (AGs) and most limited companies with at 
least 300 employees. (Austrian companies have supervisory boards which oversee 
the action of the executive board which runs the business on a day-to-day basis.) 
There are an estimated 1,500 companies with employee representatives on supervi-
sory boards, employing 400,000 people, around 12 per cent of all employees.  

These employee representatives on the board are chosen by the works coun-
cil and must be works council members and employees of the business. They have 
the same rights and duties as other supervisory board members, although they are 
not paid for this work.

13
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Nationality: Austrian
Date of birth: 1947
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): OMV
Sector: Oil and gas industry
Location of Headquarters: Vienna, Austria
Size of the company: Group sales amounted to ∑25.54bn in 2008
Number of employees: About 38,000 employees in the group, of whom about 5,000 are in Austria
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: The company is active in 20 countries
Date of joining company: 1969
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Fitter and pipeline welder
Name of union: GPA-DJP (Gewerkschaft der Privatangestellten, Trade Union of Salaried Employees)
Other trade unions represented in the company: In Austria, the other trade unions at OMV are the 
GMTN (Metalworking, Textiles and Food Workers’ Union) and the GdC (Chemical Workers’ Union, which 
also organizes workers in the oil industry)2. All trade unions are affiliated to the ÖGB (Österreichischer 
Gewerkschaftsbund, the Austrian Trade Union Federation)
Date elected to supervisory board: 1998
Number of employees represented: ‘I see myself as representing all 38,000 employees in the group, 
because I am also chairman of the OMV European works council.’
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Chairman of the OMV 
group works council; chairman of the European works council
Further background information: ‘When the company set out on the path of internationalisation in the 
1990s, we on the employee side at first reacted with some scepticism. Here was a medium-sized com-
pany looking to expand. We expected that that would lead to problems for the workforce. At the same 
time, we asked ourselves whether we could remain ‘small but beautiful’ or whether we had to grow so 
that other companies could not take us over. The first step in the expansion process was to float 49 per 
cent of OMV shares on the stock exchange in 1986. ÖIAG (Österreichische Industrie Holding AG, which 
manages the shareholdings of the Austrian government) continued to hold 51 per cent. In a second 
step, 15 per cent of the 51 per cent were sold to IPIC (International Petroleum Investment Company, 
Abu Dhabi). OMV’s decision-making structure was safeguarded by a syndicate agreement with IPIC, in 
accordance with which the new Arab co-owners could not do anything without ÖIAG, and vice versa. In 
a third step, a capital increase was performed, reducing the shares of ÖIAG and IPIC together to only 
around 45 per cent. However, we are still largely protected, above all from a hostile takeover, by the 
syndicate agreement. Even though we do not know what lies in the future, in my opinion internationali-
sation was a positive move. Apart from anything else, it was financed from OMV’s profits. That puts us 
on a relatively strong footing with regard to future plans.’ 

Leopold Abraham (oil industry) – ‘We 
want our fair share’1 

1  The interview was conducted by Norbert Kluge on 17 June 2009 and translated from the German by James 
Patterson.

2 These trade unions have since merged to form the new PRO-GE trade union.
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Operation of the board

How many supervisory board members there are? 
How many are employee representatives?

The supervisory board has a total of fifteen members. In accordance with the Aus-
trian Companies Act, we have one-third of the seats. There are therefore five of us.

What are the legal responsibilities of the supervisory board? 
What are you own legal responsibilities within your position?

The rights and duties of supervisory board members are laid down by law. As em-
ployee representatives, we have the same rights and duties as the other members of 
the supervisory board: we must ensure that the company management adheres to 
the principles of efficiency. In addition, I see it as my responsibility to keep an eye 
on the labour and employment situation. 

Do employee representatives on the supervisory board need to be confirmed by 
Annual General Meeting of the shareholders?

No, the group works council delegates them to the supervisory board.

How often does the supervisory board meet each year?

As a rule, the supervisory board meets regularly four times a year. There are also 
extraordinary meetings in response to specific situations. 

Does the supervisory board have committees? Which ones do you belong to?

We do have committees of the supervisory board: the presidial [steering] and nomi-
nation committee, the audit and accounts committee and the project committee. I 
belong to the presidial and nomination committee and the project committee.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers/documentation?

We receive documents in good time, around fourteen days before meetings of the 
supervisory board.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

How were you elected or appointed to the supervisory board?

I was elected to the supervisory board by OMV’s highest-level employee representa-
tive body, the group works council, as prescribed by Austrian law.

What were your personal motives in seeking election?
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As we see it in Austria, a willingness to get elect-
ed to the supervisory board is part and parcel of 
interest representation. This put me in a much 
better position to obtain information, but also 
gave me an opportunity to express the employ-
ees’ interests at this level.

What has been the impact of your role on your career in the company?

I am released from my professional duties in order to carry out my activities as 
works council chairman, as a result of which I can devote myself full time to looking 
after the interests of my colleagues.  

Skills/ training

What formal qualifications do you have? 
What special skills have you brought to your role in the supervisory board? 

I am a mechanical engineering technician by trade. From working as a fitter and 
welder I know what is happening on the shop floor. In order to prepare for the su-
pervisory board I took courses primarily on economic issues. 

Has anyone ever called into question the qualifications of the employee 
representatives in the supervisory board?

No.

How do you prepare for meetings of the supervisory board?

The employee representatives hold preliminary talks. The board also participates. 
If necessary, we call in experts.  

How and where do you seek advice? Do you receive help from external experts? 
If so, from whom?

We can obtain support from experts from the Federal Chamber of Labour, our legal 
representatives, the trade unions and auditors.  

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union?

We take care of our own training. I organise any necessary supervisory board train-
ing courses, for example, if there is new legislation. The company finances these 
events. We take a week out, invite a current or former supervisory board chair (from 
the shareholders’ side), I make a presentation based on my own experience and the 
employee representatives receive training on the legal situation and on all practi-
cally relevant matters, such as information procedures, dealing with confidential 
information and questions of liability. This concerns the functioning of the super-
visory board. That is why we organise such events internally and also draw on the 
experience of experienced former members of the supervisory board.  

‘This put me in a much 
better position to obtain 
information, but also 
gave me an opportunity 
to express the employees’ 
interests at this level.’

16
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Reflections on the role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? How do you generally get on with the shareholders’ 
representatives on the supervisory board? 

Our relations with the shareholders’ representatives are actually quite good. We 
don’t have a problem about dealing with our Arab representatives, either. We talk 
to everyone. It helps that OMV acknowledges the employee representatives in its 
code of conduct.  

What kinds of differences have you noticed between yourselves? 
How do you get the other side to listen to you in the event of a dispute?

It’s a matter of mutual respect. Thankfully, I know all the directors personally, since 
I have had dealings with all of them at one time or another. 

Another reason, in my view, is the fact that directors have an obligation to the com-
pany only for a certain period. We on the works council represent the employees 
who constitute the long-term basis of the company. Therefore, we are usually the 
first to know if a problem arises somewhere. Thus, it isn’t such a bad thing for the 
board that we are represented on the supervisory board.

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the supervisory 
board?

In my estimation, however strong workers’ participation might be, one should not 
try to go too far. My demands should not be such that they would bring the compa-
ny to its knees. This is where our responsibility as employee representatives begins. 
One must always be clear about one’s role, if one is to succeed in getting something 
for one’s colleagues. Mutual esteem is important and everyone should know what 
their job is, where they stand and how far they can go. It’s my task to be there for 
the workforce, my colleagues. It’s the task of the management to run the company. 
I don’t interfere with that. Over time, we have supported many things, but there 
were a good many that we didn’t. On the really important decisions we try to reach 
agreement so that everyone benefits.  

How do your interests with regard to the company tend to differ from those of the 
shareholders (for example, on long-term orientation as opposed to rapid gains and 
short-term dividends)?  

Everyone is concerned with the long-term survival of the company. That is also a 
matter of concern to our Arab co-owners. They are clearly not interested only in 
making a quick buck. Otherwise, they would certainly not have extended the syn-
dicate agreement in OMV for another ten years. The Arabs are good shareholders 
who, as a rule, do not interfere in the running of the company. They look at the 
economic data, which is also in our interest. They see that their investment is clearly 
in good hands in OMV, because they realise that it is a well-run company, built on 
social peace. Their invested capital, by the way, has multiplied in the meantime. 
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The representatives of ÖIAG also have a long-term interest. With a share of around 
one-third, the Austrian finance minister cannot allow us to fail. He counts on the 
annual dividend for the federal budget. He would not like to lose this ever increas-
ing source of income, in the interests of society. 
 
Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated – for example, in 
being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers?

No, I don’t feel manipulated.

Do you ever feel in a minority on the supervisory board? How does the fact that
 you can never form a majority by formal voting influence your options? 
With whom are you able to form alliances in the supervisory board? 

Of course, the shareholders’ representatives can outvote us, if they wish. But the divid-
ing line between the two sides is not as clear-cut as it might seem. We don’t just vote 
against everything on principle, but we don’t just say ‘yes’ and ‘amen’ to everything, 
either. Sometimes the better argument wins and our proposal is accepted. But this 
should not be taken to mean that these are contested votes. It depends on how one 
deals with the facts of the matter. Votes are only one aspect of how opinions are formed 
on the supervisory board. When I notice that something in the documents is not what 
we would like it to be, I go to the board and let it know what our reservations are. 

I also have the option of turning to the chair of the supervisory board. He is also a 
board member at ÖIAG. I am also an employee representative on its supervisory 
board. In addition, I can try to discuss matters with the chair of the ÖIAG supervi-
sory board. What we are talking about is a network that I can turn to on an everyday 
basis. It can happen that, due to our reservations, a certain decision is taken off the 
agenda and a new approach is developed. 

As a result of preliminary talks, ultimately, it happens only rarely that we vote against 
submissions in the supervisory board. However, everyone knows that ‘no’ is always 
an option for us and this knowledge is enough to get people to seek a consensus.  

To what extent are consultations and decision-making on the supervisory board 
directed more towards consensus than conflict? How is this reflected in the voting?

OMV has undergone a huge transformation from oil producer to energy service pro-
vider. In this process we have always managed to come up with commonly agreed 
solutions with the shareholders and the management, which were also socially sus-
tainable. And I don’t think that that will change. The actors will change, but through 
participation in the supervisory board we will always be able to exert influence. In 
this respect, ‘codetermination’ also means ‘co-responsibility’ for the company. 

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? 
Have you ever been tempted to ‘whistleblow’?  

Dealing with confidential information is always a tricky business in the everyday 
workings of the supervisory board. In principle, I have to decide myself, on the 
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basis of the statutory requirements, whether something is confidential and to what 
extent. It sometimes happens, if a topic really touches a sensitive issue for the stock 
market, that I only want to know whether it affects the employees. If it does, then I 
have to hear about it, but if it doesn’t, I only want to know about it if it is something 
I can pass on. 

But sometimes, in direct dealings with board members and the chairs of works 
councils, I acquire information which is not intended for public consumption. I 
usually share this with my innermost circle, the so-called trade union coordination 
team. These include company representatives of the three trade unions in OMV 
and the chairs of the works councils from the largest sectors. There are six of us, in 
all. Naturally, our management knows about this. The team works very well. I need 
their opinions and to discuss matters; otherwise, you are something of a lone wolf at 
the top. I also keep my ears to the ground at local level. I might just visit the oilfield 
or go to my colleagues and talk to them directly at their workplaces. 

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues or others?  

Employee representatives receive only an attendance allowance, which, of course, 
has to be taxed as income. In contrast, the shareholders’ representatives also re-
ceive remuneration for their activities in the supervisory board.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 
Are you also a member of the works council?

I have been a member of the works council for a long time. I am currently also chair 
of the OMV group works council and of the European works council. I see my basis 
in the works council as a prerequisite of my work on the supervisory board. I pay 
considerable attention to the composition of the employees’ side on the supervisory 
board. The chairs of the larger sectors, with at least 500 employees, have to be rep-
resented on it and they have to represent the three trade unions which are active in 
OMV. This integration is very important to me.

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest?

I have always informed my colleagues promptly and faithfully. Colleagues on the 
spot are always involved in decision-making. For example, I ask the members of the 
works councils – there are around 100 of them – how we should approach a par-
ticular measure. Even strike action is not out of the question. We have proved that 
we are capable of that, too. It is often enough, however, that the other side is aware 
of what we can do as trade unions and works councils.  

Do you ever feel you know more about the company than those who you come into
contact with on the management side? If so, how do you cope?
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I consider it to be very important for the works councils to keep in close touch with 
our colleagues. This means that we are always directly in the picture with regard 
to problems and grievances and are able to find the best possible solution for the 
employees at a higher level. In this respect, we actually know better than the man-
agement what is going on in the company and is causing discontent.

What is your relationship with the European works council?

Currently, I am also chair of the European works council (EWC) of OMV. We are 
proud of our European works council. We have a good agreement as a basis, the 
whole council meets at least twice a year and the select committee meets at least four 
times. The executive committee participates in our discussions. Trade union repre-
sentatives are also regularly involved. We organise language training courses, which 
are paid for by the company. Finally, in Austria there are rules for members of EWCs 
who may be replaced by their deputies for the time period of their office on the EWC.  

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement? How does your 
position on the supervisory board influence trade union strategies towards the 
company, since you know the ‘real’ position of the company?

First of all, I can say that I have not experienced problems representing the em-
ployees’ interests within the framework of the trade union position. However, I will 
not deny that, from time to time, dilemmas may arise when, for example, we have 
to make concessions on the one hand, in order to avoid redundancies on the other. 

Do you feel particularly concerned not to harm company performance?

Yes.

Do you ever experience conflicts of interest? If so, how do you cope?

No, if needs be, I can clearly separate my different roles.

How is your position within the union affected by being a supervisory board 
member?

I feel that I am well informed about the economic background with regard to OMV, 
but also on the situation in the various branches. Needless to say, that is a great help 
to me in our wage negotiations, in which I am the chief trade union negotiator. We 
have a collective agreement for the mineral oil branch. 

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret?

20
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When I have to explain to colleagues from countries which do not have codetermi-
nation at home, why it benefits the employees’ side, I say: The supervisory board 
is an additional means of obtaining information over and above the board’s man-
datory duty of information with regard to the works council. Furthermore, on the 

supervisory board I am in the right place in the 
company, on an equal footing with the share-
holders, to put questions to the board and to re-
ceive satisfactory answers. As a member of the 
project committee of the supervisory board, I 

become acquainted with the company’s plans and documents with regard to major 
projects at an early stage and in some detail. Early on in the preparatory phase, 
therefore, I have an opportunity to give the employees’ point of view. Only if you are 
fully informed can you participate properly.  

What are the greatest constraints on your activity on the supervisory board?

As far as I’m concerned, there are no constraints. I see my activities on the supervi-
sory board as a necessary part of my activities as interest representative.

Looking to the future: how has your role changed over the years, for example, due
 to the predominance of shareholder value?  

Even after OMV’s successful market liberalisation we have been able, as employee 
representatives, to continue to have a say in company strategy or personnel policy. 
However, this depends on employee representatives having the right to a seat and a 
voice in the relevant company bodies.  

How has your role changed/ how do you think your role might change given the 
current global financial crisis?

The crisis does not affect us as directly as it does others. But we are also faced with 
the need to reduce costs. In order to keep up to date, we have discussions with the 
board every month on the latest developments in the company.  

How do you assess the balance of advantage/disadvantage of being a supervisory 
board member as an employee representative?

OMV is a very successful company. The board 
knows that the employees have made a major 
contribution to this success. We want our fair 
share. We have a number of pioneering agree-

ments with the board which can serve as models for employees and are important 
for trade union work in general. As far as I’m concerned, it’s quite simple: there 
is no participation without co-responsibility. I would even go so far as to turn it 
around and say that if I bear some responsibility, then I must be able to participate. 

I am committed to establishing this principle at European level, too. In the employ-
ees’ interests, we have to do a lot more to advance the idea of Europe. While the 
company has come to recognise the advantages of operating transnationally in the 

‘The supervisory board is 
an additional means of 
obtaining information.’

‘There is no participation 
without co-responsibility’
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Single Market, we employees also have to realise that, today, Europe constitutes an 
economic region which stretches from Spitzbergen to Palermo, and from Brest to 
Bucharest. For that reason, we have to make better use of our resources, such as the 
European works council, and build up powerful European trade union associations in 
order to be able to influence EU policy in the interest of employees. 
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Board-level employee 
representation in the 
Czech Republic

Employees have a third of the seats on the supervisory board of medium 
and larger-sized public limited companies.

In public limited companies, employees have the right to elect one third of the 
members of the supervisory board, provided there are at least 50 employees. They 
have similar rights in State-owned companies. (The Czech system provides for su-
pervisory boards to oversee the management board, which runs the business on a 
day-to-day basis.) Elections are either direct or through delegates. 
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Jan Klimes (oil industry) –  
‘The other side knows what we know 
about the company’3 

3  The interview was conducted by Norbert Kluge on 11 June 2009 and translated from the German by James 
Patterson.

Nationality: Czech
Date of birth: 1950
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): Ceská rafinérská, a.s. Litvínov
Sector: Chemicals (refinery), oil industry
Location of Headquarters: Litvínov, Czech Republic
Size of the company: Revenue: US$ 593 million (2008)
Number of employees: About 650 (May 2009)
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: The company is active in only two locations in the 
Czech Republic. However, it is closely linked with an international oil and chemical industry consortium. 
The majority shareholder is the Polish company PSK Orlen, and other major shareholders are ENI-AGIP 
and Shell. 
Date of joining company: 1969
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Fitter
Name of union: OS ECHO (umbrella organisation of the Czech energy and chemical trade unions, with 
around 32,000 members; it is affiliated to the trade union confederation, CMKOS)
Date elected to board: 1998, for the first time, for a three-year term
Number of employees represented: About 650 (the total number of employees in the company)
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): chairman of plant-
level trade union since 1997; member of the works council
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Operation of the board

How many supervisory board members are there?

Nine members, as laid down in the company statutes. 

How many are employee representatives?

Three – that is, one-third – as laid down in the law. Employee representatives are 
chosen through a list election. Non-trade union members can also stand. There are 
usually more lists and more candidates than places. All representatives are employ-
ees of the company. 

What are your legal rights and duties as supervisory board member?

As an employee representative one has the same rights and duties as a sharehold-
ers’ representative: supervision of the management’s business decisions, adhering 
to the decisions of the general meeting, ensuring that decisions conform with the 
law. For this purpose, the supervisory board has access to all company documents. 

One important detail concerning employee rep-
resentatives on the supervisory board is that they 
are entitled to express their opinion to the share-
holders’ meeting, should the need arise. This 
right applies solely to employee representatives. 

We have exercised this right once in the short history of our young company, when 
we took the view that, in the wake of restructuring, safety would be compromised. 
We considered it irresponsible to cut back on technical personnel in areas of rel-
evance to safety on grounds of cost. We put the matter before the general share-
holders’ meeting. 

The company has taken out insurance for all representatives on the supervisory 
board. I have to pay tax on the contributions, however, because they count as a pay-
ment in kind. 

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders?

No. It simply has to be informed of the names of those elected. 

How often does the board meet?

The supervisory board meets five or six times a year. The law provides for at least 
four meetings. 

What committees/subcommittees does the board have? Which ones do you belong to? 

The supervisory board does not have any committees. Ad hoc working groups are 
set up with a limited mandate and for a limited period. Employee representatives 
have always been included.

‘We put the matter before 
the general shareholders’ 
meeting.’
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How soon before meetings do you receive papers/ documentation?

As a rule, I receive the documents well in advance, about ten to fourteen days before 
the meeting. 

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a 
board-level employee representative in this company? How were you selected/ 
elected to the board? For example, were you elected or appointed by a trade 
union – if so, which?

My trade union organisation at company level nominated me. I was elected by the 
workforce with more than 60 per cent of the votes, in an election involving eight to 
nine candidates. According to the law, at least 50 per cent of the employees must 
participate in the election. Because of this, I regard the election result as a major 
vote of confidence and a mandate, especially because I received far more votes than 
there are trade union members. Non-members can also put themselves forward for 
election to one of the employee seats on the supervisory board.

What were your personal motives in standing/ getting elected?

Our company was launched, in its current privately-owned form, on 1 January 1996. Af-
ter an initial period in the trade union organisation at plant level, in 1998, for a number 
of reasons, I put myself up for election to the supervisory board for the first time. 

Although, as trade union representatives, we have the right to receive economic 
information about the company, I expected to obtain easier and broader access to 
such information through the supervisory board. It is a great help to us in our col-
lective negotiations to have an accurate view of how the company is doing. Speak-
ing personally, the election also showed me something about my position and what 
people thought about me in the company. 

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company?

As chair of my trade union organisation at plant level since 1 January 1997 I am re-
leased from my professional duties. Over the course of time, I have developed into a 
representative who devotes more than 100 per cent of his energies to looking after 
his colleagues’ interests.

Skills/training

What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I am a maintenance fitter, with three years at vocational school. 
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What special skills have you brought to your role as supervisory board member?

When I started out as an employee representative I took a trade union economics 
course. 

How do you prepare for meetings of the supervisory board?

I work through the documents that have been provided on my own and, if neces-
sary, confer with my colleagues on the supervisory board.

Where and from whom do you seek help?

Before meetings, I get in touch with my colleagues on the supervisory board. Once 
or twice a year the employee representatives on the supervisory board have discus-
sions with the Chief Executive Officer (CEO).

Do you receive help from outside experts?

No, it is not the custom to call in external experts, nor are there any plans to do so.

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union?

I have participated in special trade union seminars.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship 
with other board members? How do you generally get on with the shareholder 
representatives on the supervisory board? 

Relations with the shareholders’ representatives are good: proper, professional and 
respectful. On their side, I don’t sense any reluctance to deal with trade unionists.

They respond to our concerns. For example, they took up our initiative to investi-
gate stoppages at our plants more thoroughly and to discuss the matter again at a 
future meeting. 

In what respect are you aware of differences with regard to them?

I feel that I am treated as an equal partner. Needless to say, we clearly represent 
different interests. The shareholders’ representatives look after the business inter-
ests of the company and the shareholders, while we look after the employees’ social 
interests. But that is what employee representatives are supposed to do.

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board? 

The only proper basis is a healthy self-esteem and the trust of my colleagues, whom 
I represent. I sometimes have to work out conflicts of interest on my own. 
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How do your interests with regard to the company differ from those of the 
shareholders’ representatives, generally speaking? For example, long-term 
interests in contrast to an interest in quick profits and short-term dividends?

When the company’s main shareholders have made major investments elsewhere 
they have sometimes appeared to be little inclined to re-invest in our company. 
Then we have reminded them that they should not lose sight of the long-term inter-
ests of our company whenever they seek to expand.

Do you feel that you are a minority in the supervisory board? How does the fact 
that you can never form a majority by formal voting influence your options? 
Does it mean that you sometimes have to insist that your questions are answered? 
With whom are you able to form alliances on the supervisory board? Can you give 
examples? 

Our whole modus vivendi on the supervisory board is oriented towards consensus. 
To that extent, the outcome of formal voting does not carry so much weight. In 11 
years on the supervisory board I have never encountered the kind of fundamental 
conflict with the shareholders or management that the question refers to. 

Do you ever feel manipulated, for example, in being expected to explain difficult 
decisions to the employees?

No, as far as I’m concerned, I’m not in the company’s pocket. I regard work on 
the supervisory board as complementary to my work as an interest representative. 
Because I know more about the company, I prefer not to keep my views to myself, 
even if my colleagues have a different opinion. My colleagues appreciate my plain 
speaking. 

To what extent are consultations and decision-making on the supervisory board 
directed more towards consensus than conflict? How is this reflected in the voting?
 
We always try to reach a consensus, but not at any price and sometimes only after 
long discussions. 

How do you deal with the issue of confidentiality? Have you ever been tempted to 
whistleblow in the interest of your company in order to avert harm? 

Since, in any case, as trade union representatives we have the right to receive all 
fundamental business information, I see no problem in using what I am given on 
the supervisory board for the purposes of interest representation. In the case I al-
ready described, in which we told the shareholders that we disagreed with planned 
management decisions, we were acting on behalf of the company. As everyone 
knows, chemical plants are a major safety risk. An accident could have devastating 
consequences for the regional environment. We wanted, therefore, to avert any pos-
sible damage by the company from the outset. We work here and we also live here.

What happens to your pay as director in the supervisory board? Has pay ever 
created awkwardness with colleagues or others?
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Yes, I receive a fee. All members of the supervisory board are treated equally in this 
respect, with the exception of the chair and deputy. I regard it as just compensation 
for the special efforts and the higher responsibility that I take on with regard to my 
activities on the supervisory board. 

Links with workplace representatives 

Are you also a member of the works council?

Yes. This goes together with my membership of the supervisory board. 

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest?

No.

Do you ever feel you know more about the company than those who you come into 
contact with on the management side? If so, how do you cope?

I deal with certain situations of the company more responsibly. Conversely, man-
agement and shareholders respond to our concerns as employees with more respect 
and understanding.

What is your relationship with the European works council (if one exists)?

There is no European works council yet, but plans are in the offing to set one up.

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement?

I am chair of the trade union organisation in the establishment/company (Česká 
rafinerská, a.s.). There is only one trade union in the company. I am also a member 
of the executive of OS ECHO. In addition, I represent my trade union in the EMCEF 
delegation in the social dialogue in my branch.

How does your position on the supervisory board influence trade union strategies 
towards the company (since you know the ‘real’ position of the company)?

It’s a positive influence because we can make good use of the information we receive 
on the supervisory board in our collective negotiations and thus improve the work 
situation. 

Do you feel particularly obliged not to act to the detriment of the company?

I regard it as part of my responsibilities to avert any possible harm to the company. 
After all, our jobs are on the line. 

EBLR book.indd   29 21/10/10   18:45



Have you ever experienced conflicts of interest between your different roles?

Yes, every now and then I have to try to reconcile the different roles. But I always 
know what I have to do.

How is your position within the union affected by being a supervisory board member?

It plays a positive role for me as a trade unionist, although I have to clarify to my col-
leagues the particular features and value of our cooperation on the supervisory board. 

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret?

Our effectiveness is due to the fact that work on 
the supervisory board is part and parcel of our 
interest representation. The other side knows 
what we know about the company. That shapes 
our relationship – it makes them more realistic 

on both sides. For example, for this reason I find that our mutual dealings in collec-
tive negotiations are more respectful. 

What do you see as the greatest constraints on your work as a member of the 
supervisory board?

I do not see it as a ‘constraint’, but rather as a beneficial duty: if I know everything 
about the company I cannot act against it. That gives me, as an employee represent-
ative, more options to achieve things in the social sphere. We deal with the company 
management on an equal footing when it’s a matter of the good of the company as a 
whole. To a certain extent, it belongs to the employees, too.

Looking to the future: how has your role changed in recent years, and how do you 
think it might change, given the current global financial crisis?

I feel that, over the years, I have become more professional and more self-confident 
due to my work on the supervisory board. To begin with, there was a ‘cultural’ prob-
lem for me as a simple worker among all these highly qualified people. It isn’t like 
that anymore – I have no anxieties and I am not afraid to raise uncomfortable ques-
tions, either. 

Not much is likely to change for us as a result of the current crisis. It’s true, people 
always get worried when another investor shows an interest in us, or when we have 
to hand over our good profits to the parent company without seeing any re-invest-
ment. But the company has a reputation to lose – we are well known domestically 
as a well run and successful company, which contributes to social cohesion in our 
country, through its good pay and working conditions. No foreign shareholder or 
prospective investor can simply ignore this. 

‘The other side knows 
what we know about the 
company.’
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How do you assess the balance of advantages/disadvantages of being a supervisory
 board member as an employee representative?

I would like to summarise my experiences and opinions about the benefits of em-
ployee representation on the supervisory board as follows. Our involvement in the 
supervision of the company is justified because the company cannot achieve much 
with the shareholders alone – we as employees make a contribution, so we should 
also have a position of influence. Since our company also has social policy signifi-
cance it is important, by way of participation, to be involved in the arena in which 
economics and politics overlap. 

If I had to explain the benefits of this form of participation to a colleague from a 
country without codetermination, I would say that the options are limited with re-
gard to getting something done directly through the supervisory board alone. How-
ever, it should not be looked at in isolation. As members of the supervisory board, 
it goes without saying that the employee representatives are party to all important 
information. The management cannot hide anything from us, even if it sometimes 
tries to turn the employees against the trade unionists, for example, when drawing 
up the lists for supervisory board elections. 

However, our contribution is appreciated, be-
cause we are the ones who are in a better position 
than management to draw attention to grievanc-
es. We have a direct link to our colleagues in the 
workplace. Because management knows what we 
know about the situation on the shop-floor, for 

example, with regard to safety, but also, because we have to be kept informed about 
the economic situation, it treats us with more respect. 

At the end of the day, that gives us a stronger position for interest representation.

‘We are the ones who are 
in a better position than 
management to draw 
attention to grievances.’
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Board-level employee 
representation in Finland

Workers in companies with more than 150 employees have the right 
to participate in management decisions. However, how this is done – 
whether through a single-tier board, a supervisory board or at operat-
ing level – is left to local negotiations, with the company having the final 
word.

In companies with 150 or more workers in Finland, employees have the right to 
board-level representation. However, much of the detail is left to local negotiation. 
Between 1990, when the law was passed, and 1992, employers and employee repre-
sentatives could reach voluntary agreements on the form of representation. 

Since 1992, employers have been obliged to provide some form of represen-
tation if asked by at least two unions, which together speak for a majority of em-
ployees in the company. The precise form should be agreed between the employer 
and the unions, but can be at the level of the board of directors, at the level of a 
specially set-up supervisory board or at the level of management for specific op-
erating units. If agreement is not possible, the company itself chooses the form of 
involvement. However, it must guarantee that employee representatives take part 
in decision-making on the economic future of the company. 

There must be between one and four employee representatives, who must 
be employees of the company, and they should make up a quarter of the body on 
which they sit. They have the same rights as other members of the board, or other 
body, although they cannot participate in decisions on industrial disputes, pay and 
conditions, or the recruitment and dismissal of senior managers.
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Nationality: Finnish
Date of birth: 1955
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): STX Finland Oy (STX Europe AS, part of STX Business 
Group)
Sector: Shipbuilding
Location of Headquarters: Turku (Finnish HQ); Oslo (European HQ)
Size of the company: Operating revenue of STX Europe: 31.5 billion Norwegian kroner (2008)
Number of employees: STX Business Group: 46,000 employees; STX Europe: 16,000; STX Finland: 
3,800 (three shipyards in Turku, Helsinki and Rauma, and separate cabin factory)
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: STX Europe: 15 shipyards in Brazil, Finland, France, 
Norway, Romania and Vietnam; STX Business Group: 70 overseas branches
Date of joining company: 1975
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Assembler, safety delegate
Name of union: Finnish Metalworkers’ Union
Date elected to board: 2005
Number of employees represented: 2,600 (blue-collar workers)
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Member of European 
works council (EWC): 1999 to date; safety delegate (full-time operator): 2000 to date; chairman of EWC: 
2007 to date

Ari Rajamäki (shipping industry) –  
‘You can get a lot of information that 
our shop stewards need’4

4  The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 8 May 2009 (in English).
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Operation of the board

How many board members are there in total?

There are eight members at the moment. The chairman is from Korea – he replaced 
a Norwegian chairman.

How many are employee representatives of the eight?

We have two fully authorised members. They represent different categories of 
worker – blue collar and white collar, as we call them in Finland, which means 
technicians and engineers. We have full authorisation, which means full respon-
sibility. We have legal, economic and financial responsibilities, and we have huge 
insurance cover in case we make any decisions that are harmful to the company. So 
full responsibility means more power, I guess.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? 

We are equal members of the board. Of course, if anything goes wrong, there have 
been cases brought to court that if you are an employee representative, then it might 
reduce your legal responsibility in relation for instance to financial issues, as they 
assume that you are not an expert in accounting or finance and so on. But basically, 
we sit around the same table and we have the same powers and responsibilities, 
but of course I know where the power lies. Of course, if we come to a vote, then we 
lose – but the Norwegians always seek consensus, and the former chairman of the 
board used to ask if anyone was against. If no one was against, then it was decided 
unanimously, but if you were against, then he goes, ‘Why – what’s the grounding?’ 
So you have to be awake, you have to be able to make reasonable comments – and 
then you can have influence.

Do employee board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the 
Annual General Meeting of shareholders? Or are they entirely independent?

Yes, my election had to be confirmed by the General Assembly of STX Finland Oy. Ac-
cording to Finnish legislation, if you are a board member, your only task is to promote 
the company’s welfare, and so even though you have a blue-collar background, you 
must to a certain extent forget that on the board. Because we are a daughter company, 
the General Assembly’s not a huge meeting – it takes place in a hotel conference room. 
So it’s a little bit different from being a stock market company with big assemblies.

How often does the board meet?

It has varied a lot because when we had booming orders in 2005, 2006 and 2007, I 
guess we had 15 meetings a year, because we always had to authorize top manage-
ment to close a deal and arrange financing… that’s a board issue. So, at that time, 
the business area directors made proposals to the Finnish board to build a ship, and 
then the Finnish board had to decide whether it was going to be built in our Finnish 
units. After that, our decision went to the mother company, to the ASA [Norwegian 
public limited company] board in Norway, because we had the legal responsibilities 
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for the order – and then the mother company’s board had to decide as well. We had 
15 meetings a year at that time, but I guess this year [2009], we’ve had two meet-
ings, and perhaps our next meeting is at the end of this month or early June, unless 
something extraordinary happens, of course.

The negotiation for new orders, if you manage to get any, is very difficult at the mo-
ment, so then the board has to have a meeting. If we can’t have a physical meeting, 
then we have a line meeting, using Outlook, and then we have phone meetings, and 
then we have even had meetings via emails – we have sent each other material, read 
it, okay, and then the decision has been taken, depending on the nature of the issue.

What language do you use, as a matter of interest? 

English. Korean-English is very challenging!

What committees or sub-committees does the board have? Which ones do you 
belong to? 

No, we don’t have any committees.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation normally?

It depends, but normally, if the meeting is on Monday, then I get the papers the Fri-
day before. So it varies, and some of the material is presented at the meeting itself if 
there are final calculations to be made, but the agenda, matters arising, proposals, 
management commentary and so on arrive three to five days before, depending. Of 
course, we also regularly receive the monthly management report so I can follow 
up data.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in this company? 

I’ve always been afraid of that question because I really don’t know! I imagined, in 
the 1970s, that I was going to be a lawyer or something like that, and anyway, in 
the Finnish school system, I specialised in languages, which are a kind of a hobby 
of mine. Then, my predecessor on the European works council (EWC), asked me 
whether I was interested in the EWC and becoming a member. I didn’t even know 
what ‘EWC’ meant, so I leapt into the dark. I guess one reason they asked me was 
because they knew I had language capabilities – even though we can speak Finnish 
in the EWC plenary meetings, in order to get anything achieved you have to have 
at least one common language. So I was elected to that in 1999, and then, little by 
little, I became a member of its executive, and now I’m chairman. I guess that my 
decision in 1999 to stand for the EWC triggered my later involvement on the board.
Legislation in Norway, Denmark and Sweden differs from that in Finland, because in 
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Finland we don’t have to have board-level employee representatives. We can negoti-
ate a cooperation agreement to have employees on the board if we want to, but nor-
mally the big Finnish multinationals – Nokia for instance – don’t have any. So, when 
that decision was taken, the initiative probably came from Norway, to arrange em-
ployee representation similar to the Norwegian system, they knew that the language 
on the board was English. That made a constraint, at least for the blue-collar workers, 
because many of our people are not able to speak English at all. So they asked whether 
I could be their representative. They already knew I’d worked in an international en-
vironment and was familiar with the management and so on, so I guess that was the 
background to my election on to the board. I didn’t have any campaign at all.

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company? What have 
been the reactions of your colleagues to your election? Have they been generally 
supportive or…?

Yes, that was a big issue, of course. When you are member of the board, I guess 
some workers or union guys in France or Italy don’t understand that position at all, 
because they think that types like me are a mutant or something! The real conflict 
of interest is between capital and labour, but perhaps I have taken some right deci-
sions because they still say hello to me and discuss things with me. I’ve told them 
in our assemblies what kind of decisions are made on the board. I don’t reveal any 
crucial figures, of course, but we can discuss the big issues, such as problems at 
particular yards. 

But the regular guys, the rank and file people, don’t necessarily understand the na-
ture of the work. In bad times this can be a problem, but so far, I guess, it’s no big 
harm done. Of course, management, as they open the door, say to you ‘Hello, Mr 
Board Member’!

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal/private life?

Yes, because if you get board material on the Friday – there may be 150 pages, for 
instance – for the meeting on Monday, of course it affects your private life. It also 
increases your travelling. The meeting has been many times in Oslo, so you might fly 
there at 06.00 in the morning and then return at 11.00 at night. Or the meeting might 
be in France or somewhere like that. They are mostly, luckily, in Finland, but the work 
has many effects of course – there is never enough time! , On the other hand I’m a can-
didate for the European Parliament [in the June 2009 elections], so I’m also running 
a campaign at the moment, so I guess I still have some time! It’s very difficult because 
the whole of Finland constitutes the constituency, which means that it’s a huge area.

Skills/training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

With my background, I am most familiar with working environment issues, and 
perhaps some training issues as well, especially when it comes to blue-collar work-
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ers. But I’ve been making myself more and more familiar with financial issues be-
cause that’s a key issue at board level. I have done a lot of training through the EWC 
– we changed the agreement on our initiative to entitle all EWC members to lan-
guage and financial training, which therefore covers certain members of the board 
as well. For instance, most of the Norwegians on the EWC are also on the board. So 
we have a mutual interest in that area, and we have been using that means to train 
ourselves. Of course, we can use our union – they organise certain training courses. 
It’s not actually a problem if you are interested in developing yourself, though of 
course you can’t be an expert in all areas.

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union?

There was tailor-made training for the directors. The tailoring came from the union 
side, so I’ve taken part in that, but I don’t recall any other. I haven’t found the train-
ing issue is a big problem. It depends on how active you are yourself. You can get 
support from the union. Of course, you can request certain types of training, and of 
course we have been discussing this at our union general assembly, that this type 
of person needs special support or at least a contact person to discuss things with. 
That’s because so often you get classified information, but you have to discuss it 
with somebody to work out your reactions.

How do you prepare before meetings? How and where do you seek advice? 
From outside experts? If so, from whom?

I could give you one example. Three years ago, our management in Norway dis-
covered that we had a large surplus in our private pension fund, because it had 
been run very effectively. They proposed outsourcing it to an outside company. That 
came almost out of the blue on the board agenda, and I said I was against it. 

The chairman asked why. I said I had a feeling that it was our own money and com-
prised transferred salaries, and that, even though the proposal was legal – in Finland, 
the company has the legal right to that money – nevertheless it has to invest it ac-
cording to very strict criteria and we bore the final risk. I asked to postpone the deci-
sion, which we did. I then consulted our union pension experts about the risks if we 
outsourced the fund, and we discussed the matter at three or four board meetings. 

The bidding came from several large Finnish pension fund companies, and I 
squeezed them for the type of contribution they were going to make to our fund 
because the shareholder representatives on the board were already anticipating 
outsourcing. We managed to pump one million Euros of that money into employee 
welfare with an advisor from the insurance company to advise on welfare and ben-
efits. So we got that from the company, and the rest of the money of course went to 
the owners. But that came out of the blue, and you have to be awake if you are going 
to say anything at the board meeting.

Of the one million Euros, we’ve used €200,000 a year over five years to develop 
our welfare, to train people, improve communications, promote a better working 
environment and so on. That was just one day’s meeting – if I hadn’t been awake, 
we wouldn’t have received that money.
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Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? You said there are two or three employee representatives 
plus one observer, and then presumably five, is it, shareholder members, because 
there were eight in total. Who are the other members of the board? How do you 
generally get on with them?

It’s a difficult question because the structure has changed a couple of times over the 
last year, so we haven’t formed any long-term relationships, and the Koreans espe-
cially, because they are from a different culture, are a little bit formal. They smile 
nicely, nod and are very polite. I don’t really know them, because I have met the new 
chairman of the board only once. But I exchange e-mails with the former chairman 
of the board, who was also Korean, because he once said that, as he was stepping 
into his position as chairman of the ASA Board, the Korean trade union and STX 
were especially highly regarded in Korea. I said ‘that’s very good to hear – could he 
arrange us a meeting with the Korean and European trade union representatives?’. 
He replied ‘okay, that’s a good idea, but we have to take care of the financial crisis’. 

But he is no longer chairman of the board. The new one has a strictly financial 
background. But the power distance with the Norwegian who used to be chairman, 
and the other board members, is very close. They are easy to address, and you can 
‘phone them, you can exchange emails, you can argue and so on. Of course, they are 
tough business guys, educated Norwegian fishermen and a business tycoon, so they 
are clever guys, but they are easy to talk to.

Just remind me, when did the company change hands? When was it taken over by 
the Koreans?

Last year [2008]. The process started actually in November 2007. The company is 
quoted on the stock market, and the Koreans bought part of the shares, and then 
last year – I think it was August – they bought all the shares. So it took a year and a 
half. One of the reasons was that the share price was very low, so it was easy to take 
the company over – they invested one billion Euros to acquire it. 

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board? 

I have an angle, of course, which focuses on issues I know very well, such as safety 
issues. 

The Italians cleverly installed the HiFog system, which is a key instrument to tackle 
fire risk onboard – it’s a developed sprinkler system. The earlier you can install this 
system on a ship under construction, the safer it is against fire risk. So I copied that 
idea when we had a cooperation agreement with the Italians, and other safety issues 
generally. I tabled the idea on the board agenda, and said ‘look, why can the Italians 
do this, but we can’t in Finland?’. So that, I guess, reflects my background.

To what extent do you collaborate with the other board-level employee 
representatives? Are they same union as yourself?
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No, the other fully authorised member is from the Union of Salaried Employees, the 
Finnish white-collar union. The third, the observer, is from the technical academic 
union – they are three different unions. We don’t have any problems with coopera-
tion. When we know that there is going to be a board meeting, especially when there 
are major issues concerning the employees we represent, we arrange a pre-meeting 
and gather together all the shop stewards from different personnel groups and all 
the chief stewards, to discuss the board issues coming up. Then, after we’ve met 
them, we report back from the board meeting to the unions. Of course, the report 
is headed ‘highly classified information – for own use’. That has been ongoing for 
many years, and we’ve never faced any problems with that. Of course, some major 
issue might leak to the media, but nothing like that has ever happened, even though 
I guess it’s against the confidentiality clause. We’ve been thinking that there is not 
a lot of point to our role if I, or my colleague from the white-collar union, can’t stay 
true to our background, distribute information and create a common understand-
ing of the issues. For that, we need a report of the employees’ point of view.

Do you feel similar to the other members of the board or different from them? 
For example, in relation to your views on company strategy, investments, 
employment and long/short-term interests?

A tough question. Along with the other board members, I’ve been participating in, 
for instance, the company’s strategic process, which is an open process. Of course, 
the big ‘umbrella’ in strategic process used to came from Oslo. I don’t know the Ko-
reans’ plans because they haven’t yet said anything, at least on the board. The strat-
egy is to go through, to build a bridge over the financial turmoil, which is hitting 
the shipbuilding industry very hard. But the strategic process itself has been quite 
open, and the Norwegians used to like that. It’s good when many people participate, 
so I’ve been bringing to the discussion my points of view that help the employees 
understand the issues. 

Do you ever feel in a minority on the board, and if so, what strategies and alliances 
do you adopt?

Of course, when there is an argument, the final decision-makers are the majority. 
That hasn’t had too much of an impact on us, I guess, in my own evaluation. I don’t 
know how management sees it. But at least, very frequently, they ask us, they chal-
lenge us, and so they want our opinion. That must have some impact as well, or 
there’s not much point in asking.

And we’ve been active ourselves, because a couple of months ago I drew up a ‘fric-
tion list’ for the rest of the board members – what matters in Finland, the key issues. 
I called it a ‘friction list’, because it included things that cause friction. That was dis-
cussed at the board, and our managing director looked a bit worried because it went 
to the mother company as well – of course, because we share the same chairman of 
the board. ‘Ari, do we have to discuss this?’ That’s the way the managing director, 
as well as the board members viewed it, because big frictions harm the company.

Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated, for example, 
in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers? 
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Yes, top management always looks to me, or my colleague, when there are difficult 
issues and they are not happy with developments – for instance, if we have had a 
strike or are unable to agree certain issues, or there’s some dispute over pay. They 
say ‘can’t you tell them that we have run out of money? That we can’t award any pay 
rises?’. And so on. But we try to avoid that, because we are not carrying the can… If 
it’s an employer decision, then it’s the employer who has to take the responsibility. 
But of course, when there are very difficult times – we can’t get any new orders, for 
instance – I’ve been at our union general assemblies and meetings explaining the 
management’s point of view, or what plans they have, or perhaps what they would 
like to decide in the near future. So, in that sense, I guess I’m a middle man, or an 
intermediary, but of course the information flow goes both ways.

We had a very big argument three years ago, when I knew that there was going to 
be a strike in Finland, especially in Turku. I sat together at the table with our man-
aging director and said, ‘If I were managing director, I would make a phone call to 
our chief shop steward.’ He asked, ‘Why?’ and I replied, ‘Just make the phone call!’. 
He didn’t make that phone call himself, but asked his assistant to make it instead, 
and of course the chief shop steward was not very happy about this, and the strike 
went on. We had a board meeting in Oslo at the same time, when we were striking in 
Turku. The meeting had barely opened when one of the senior managers came right 
out: ‘There is a strike in Turku – what is the reason?’. I didn’t manage to open my 
mouth because the former managing director, whose mother was an Englishwom-
an, so he spoke fluent English, started to explain the points of the local workers, and 
I could hear that he was very well informed and I couldn’t have expressed things 
better myself. So maybe management feels that we are influencing their decisions 
too. I don’t know. I haven’t asked. But it goes both ways, of course.

In relation to access to information, have you ever had to insist on answers to 
questions?

Normally, you get all the information you want, but there have been a couple of 
times when there have been problems. When our turnkey contractor [who supplies 
equipment ready for operational use] went bankrupt, our company decided to es-
tablish a new company, owned 100 per cent by the Oy [plc, or public limited com-
pany in Finnish], which would be a board issue. They decided, because they were 
in a big hurry, to establish the new company, but then we challenged the former 
managing director - who was going to be managing director of the new company as 
well - over the background for that decision, the kinds of calculation that had been 
made, how much money was going to be spent, and so on. That information was 
very difficult to get, because I guess management felt that we were stepping into 
their operational field. But normally you get the information, if you ask. Our local 
yard director once, when we were discussing an issue, enquired, ‘Do you ask this 
as a safety delegate or as a board member?’. I replied that I was asking as a board 
member, and then I got a reply!

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? 

I’ve said that we like to, and we have, distributed the information we receive to our 
shop stewards and various unions. Of course, we take out certain figures… that kind 
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of information, and we have even drawn up e-mail reports for distribution, though 
those are classified, ‘For your eyes only’. So we have interpreted the confidentiality 
clause in that way, and I would say that it has functioned quite well. We haven’t 
received any bad setbacks in that area. We can also make analogies of the situation 
based on board information. But of course you have to stay awake, so you don’t 
say anything about speculative proposals or things perhaps being planned for next 
year. It’s not very wise to place these issues on the agenda too early, because you 
don’t know how things will develop. But generally, I don’t feel it’s a big problem, 
and I guess both our local and top management at the moment like to be open, be-
cause we are currently in a serious situation in view of the market. So we need that 
cooperation at all level, and we can’t afford to hide issues. So I haven’t found it very 
difficult, so far at least.

Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow?

Yes, because the media are very keen. They phone me occasionally to ask if I have 
any news. Very often I have big news, and I’m occasionally tempted, of course. And 
I am a politician as well, so it would be very nice to use that confidential informa-
tion for political purposes. But that would be very dangerous because perhaps they 
would terminate my contract – so I resist!

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues or others? 

The Norwegians like to tell you they have solved that problem, as they spend half 
the money in training their union colleagues, for instance. When the company 
was registered in London, the fee at that time five or six years ago for a board 
member was £30,000 if I recall correctly, so it’s quite a lot of money compared 
with a normal salary. So they tried to solve that. But this is not a big issue for us 
because we don’t get that type of money at all – the remuneration is very, very 
low. I’m actually happy with that, because if it were high, it would create an awk-
ward situation.

In a big stock market company, if you are a fully authorised member, you are enti-
tled to the full remuneration, but that would create a problem, I would say.

Links with workplace representatives

You’ve mentioned that you’re now the chair of the European works council in 
the company. What are your links with other representative bodies within the 
company? Are you a member of a works council?

Yes, we have our own works council in Turku. We have 1,700 local members and 
our own works council. The chairman of that works council is our chief shop stew-
ard, but I’m also a member. Then, three times I’ve been a member of the general 
assembly of the Metalworkers’ Union, and I’ve also chaired the health and safety 
committee, for instance. But I receive my pay cheque from the company, I’m not an 
official paid by the union. 
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Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest? 

Nothing that I recall. Of course, when we have our works council meetings, I usu-
ally make a presentation on the present situation in the shipbuilding market or 
STX Europe or in the Oy [plc in Finnish] situation, and then we discuss it. Shop 
stewards give me advice, and we negotiate, talk and ‘phone, but I haven’t found any 
big problems.

Do you ever feel you know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with? If so, how do you cope?

Yes, that’s correct. That has caused problems when I’ve given information, for in-
stance, to our shop steward, and then he knows more than his department head.
That is a problem, because the information flow to employees in the organisation is 
a bit inefficient in that area, in that they can’t distribute information on key issues. 
That’s been discussed a couple of times. Top management is a bit worried because 
they say your own foreman is the best link for information on company issues, but 
that’s not always the case. For example, we had difficulties a while back when the 
company was attempting to acquire the shipbuilding part of another business. But 
the EWC worked very well, and we eventually got all the information, because the 
Norwegian chairman of the EWC was also a member of the relevant board. Then, 
when I came home from Oslo, from the EWC meeting, our Finnish top management 
guy ‘phoned me: ‘What happened in Norway?’ 

Links with the trade union

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement? How would you 
define your role in relation to collective bargaining?

There used to be a nation-wide union agreement on incomes policy, but the em-
ployers last year [2008] rejected it. So negotiations now take place at sector level, 
which means that the Metalworkers’ Union negotiates with the employer’s associa-
tion on pay and various other conditions as well, though negotiations recently broke 
down because of failure to agree.

In the metalworking sector, however, the local agreement has increased, so we can 
agree local pay rates. We can also agree working hours locally and many other is-
sues. The main negotiator on our side is the chief shop steward. For myself, I’m a 
member of the executive committee, and we have constant discussions. We have 
our negotiation groups, discussing sometimes for the last six months on issues like 
flexible hours, on which we have an agreement. I was part of that negotiating team, 
but it’s the chief shop steward who signs. 

And to what extent does your knowledge of the company influence the kind of 
positions that you put forward in negotiations?

I guess top management knows that I know. So they can’t say anything that’s not 
true, or I would say I’ve seen the papers. Or of course I can tell my shop steward 
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that I’ve seen the papers, and that the limits for negotiations would be in such and 
such an area.

Do you feel particularly concerned not to harm company performance?

Yes. I’ve decided that when it comes to pay issues, I’m not going to adopt a position, 
because I’ve seen all the calculations concerning, for instance, a ship order, and I 
know what they are based on. So I leave that totally to the negotiators, though of 
course we’ll discuss it with the shop stewards. I just don’t participate in the actual 
negotiations.

So how is your position within the union affected by being a board member? 
Does it help you or does it sometimes hold you back? You mentioned that you’re a 
member of the executive committee, but you’re also a board member. Does being a
 board member affect your responsibilities within the union? 

Yes, it’s occasionally occurred to me that there are certain conflicts of interest. But 
perhaps you should ask my colleagues about how I’m affected, but I haven’t found 
it’s a major issue. On the other hand, maybe it’s changed my attitude to certain 
things, because you have to look at the big picture, so I guess it has had some im-
pact – it would be very odd if it hadn’t. It’s easy when you have a lot of orders and 
nothing to worry about, but when it comes to hard times, then it’s more difficult. 

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievement are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret? That is, how do you evaluate your role as a board-
level employee representative overall?

One of the big successes was, as I already mentioned, the pension fund, where I 
managed to get one million Euros for employee welfare. I would say that would be 
number one. Of course, there are some minor issues as well.

I once wrote an e-mail to the next managing director, that what I most regretted 
was that I couldn’t guide his predecessor more, even though I had support from 
local management. So that’s my biggest disappointment, for sure... I mean, we are 
in a financial crisis, and it’s a very difficult situation because there were wrong deci-
sions, and you can’t turn a big ship quickly. It takes a year and a half to find out that 
a decision was wrong, and then it takes another year and a half to correct it, and 
by then you’ve taken three years. Being an employee representative, I thought af-
terwards that maybe I’d been was too silent and should have been more aggressive 
over what I thought were wrong decisions.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity?

A constraint would be running against the flow, as in the case of the managing di-
rector I was just describing, though your background remains your background. 
It is a matter of credibility I guess, that you are not a financial expert for instance. 
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Management have nice suits and expensive watches, and then they think they know 
better, even though they don’t. I guess that is the big issue. But of course, little by 
little, you can increase your credibility. But in the managing director case, I’m afraid 
it was very difficult. So credibility is another constraint. Since time and training are 
not problems, I guess it’s more a matter of attitude.

That’s especially true for Finnish companies, because this isn’t a very common ar-
rangement. Even our new managing director, when he arrived last September or 
October, asked me over dinner: ‘How do you feel, being a board member?’ So I 
guess Finnish management is a bit wary, because they are not used to board mem-
bers from the employees’ side.

Looking to the future, how has your role changed / how do you think your role 
might change given the current global financial crisis?

Yes, it already has done. I said earlier that the strategy is to build a bridge over this 
hole. So, it’s going to change – we’re standing alone at the moment, and you have 
to take responsibility for what you’ve decided. So perhaps the responsibility of the 
board increases when there are very tough times coming. Maybe the board mem-
bers’ role over the coming years is to act as a kind of Salvation Army member or 
something like that. And the strategy is to build the bridge.

Still looking to the future: has the issue of climate change ever been discussed 
at board level in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its 
environmental impact?

Yes, that is an issue that has been increasingly discussed on the board. So far, last 
year, the opinion of our marketing people was that you cannot sell a ship only on 
green issues, but of course the more green the ship is, the less it consumes power or 
energy, or needs cooling systems, so the hull form and the type of propulsion sys-
tem that’s installed are important. These are all issues that, for the ship owner, are 
the EBITDA [earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization] issues, 
which means that the less a ship consumes energy, the more money it makes. So, 
it’s a green issue, but it’s clearly a financial one for the company too. Our present 
ship under construction, Oasis of the Seas, is already 15-25 per cent more economy 
efficient per passenger compared with its predecessors. So, it’s an increasingly sig-
nificant issue.

What’s more, you can’t afford any leakages at all from the waste handling or water 
handling systems you are using on board, especially in Caribbean space. The penal-
ties are very high in the United States.

How do you assess the balance of the advantages and disadvantages in being a 
board member?

In many situations in Finland, I find that this position is clearly advantageous be-
cause you can get a lot of information that our shop stewards need, because what 
the board decides today is on the shop stewards’ agenda a couple of months later. So 
you get time to prepare, and then you have a chance to make your own comments. 
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So from my point of view, it’s clearly a place to control those global companies, at 
least to some extent. 

I have argued, as a politician as well, that we need 
to amend our Cooperation Act. It’s a legal issue, 
exactly because it’s not a legal issue, in the sense 
that you can negotiate board-level employee rep-

resentation, but if the employers don’t want to negotiate it, they don’t have to do 
it. That differs from the position in Norway, Sweden or Denmark. What the board 
decides today is on the shop stewards’ agenda a couple of months later.

What’s the size threshold – above what size do companies have the option then of 
negotiating an agreement? I mean, presumably, they have to be of a certain size, 
do they?

If it’s a company registered in Finland, then, according to the Cooperation Act, you 
have to agree representation to a certain level, depending on the outcome of nego-
tiations. However, if you are a micro company, you don’t have to do so, because the 
threshold in the Cooperation Act is set at 20 workers. If I recall, with 20 or more, 
you have to open negotiations under the Cooperation Act and you also have to dis-
close certain categories of information. But if you are a very small company, you 
don’t have any board at all. I think discussion is focusing on the largest companies, 
those with 500 or more workers. 

Is there anything else by way of final comment you want to make? 

I think the combination of EWC member and board member is quite good because 
you get information at local level, and then you get information and consultation 
at group level as well. That’s a good combination, even though the directive itself 
isn’t very good – but it’s better than nothing. So combining these levels, I guess, is 
the way to influence management decisions, or even occasionally the owners, but 
of course when you have money and power, then you make the final decisions. It’s 
good to keep that in mind.

‘This position is clearly 
advantageous.’
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Board-level employee
representation in France

There are two principal ways in which employee representatives can be 
board members, either elected by all employees or as representatives of 
employees holding shares. In addition, in a third variant, they can also 
be present at board meetings as non-board members, but with the right 
only to ask questions.

Employee representatives at board level representing all employees are normally 
present only in State-owned and recently privatised companies.

In State-owned companies with between 200 and 1,000 employees, three 
seats on the board are reserved for employee representatives. In State-owned com-
panies with more than 1,000 employees it is one third of the members of the board. 
In both cases they are elected by the employees on the basis of nominations made 
by representative unions or at least five per cent of the employees of the company 
(at least 100 in companies with 2,000 or more employees). 

In recently privatised companies, employee members should have three seats 
(two elected by all employees and one elected by employee shareholders – see be-
low) in companies where the board had fewer than 15 members, and four seats (three 
elected by all employees and one by employee shareholders) where the board had 15 
or more members. However, it is important to note that there is no obligation on pri-
vatised companies to keep employee representatives at board level. The company can 
change its position through another resolution at a shareholders’ meeting. 

Other companies can also choose voluntarily to have employee representatives 
on the board, although this is rare. The number of employee representatives in these 
companies is limited to a maximum of four (five in the case of listed companies) and 
the number also cannot exceed one third of the total of other board members.
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In all three cases, the position of an employee representative at board level 
cannot be combined with any other elected position, such as a member of the works 
council or a trade union representative.

Employee representatives can also be present as board members representing 
employee shareholders. At least one member representing employee shareholders is 
mandatory, where employee shareholders have at least three per cent of the shares. 

Finally, the law provides for two to four representatives of the works council 
to attend board meetings (or meetings of the supervisory board where this exists). 
Where there are already employee board members, only one works council repre-
sentative has a right to attend. These works council representatives do not have the 
same right as other board members – in particular they cannot vote. However, they 
can raise issues, and have the right to have their points answered. They also receive 
the same information as other board members.

Nationality: French
Date of Birth: 1948
Name of company: Thales Group
Sector: Engineering, technical studies
Location of Headquarters: Neuilly sur Seine, France
Size of the company: ∑12.8 billion in revenue (2009); ∑201.6 million in net loss (2009)
Number of employees: 68,000 employees around the world
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: 50
Date of joining the company: 1971
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Electronics technician
Current position: Business manager in the Aeronautical and Naval Communication unit of the subsidi-
ary, Thales Communications
Name of union: CFDT (Confédération Française Démocratique du Travail, French Democratic Confed-
eration of Labour)
Date elected to board: 1989
Number of employees represented: ‘As I am elected by the holding company of the Group, I represent 
the entire workforce, that is, around 68,000 employees worldwide.’
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): ‘I started at Thales in 
1971. And I began my trade union career with the CFDT straight away, just a few months later. I’ve been 
an elected CFDT representative ever since 1971. A few months after I joined the company I took up office 
as staff representative, and then I became secretary of the works council. However nowadays, in line with 
legal provision on board-level employee representation, I do not have any other mandate as employee 
representative within the company.’

Marie-Paule Delpierre (defence 
industry, CFDT) – ‘We’re able to go and 
see the CEO. We just have to ring up 
and ask to meet’5

5  The interview was conducted by Aline Conchon on 24 April 2009 and translated from the French by Janet 
Altman.
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Operation of the board

How many board members there are? How many are employee representatives?

There are sixteen board members, of whom two are employee representatives. 
The Thales articles of association changed in 2004, and the number of employee 
directors was reduced from three to two. 

You know, we also have a representative of the employee shareholders, and per-
sonality is a major factor there. For example, there was a change of representative 
two years or 18 months ago. The previous person was a former manager - his views 
were identical to those of the general management and we didn’t work together very 
much. I couldn’t say we cooperate with the new one, that would be going too far, 
but we do contact each other more even though we rarely adopt the same stance. 
Generally speaking, the employee shareholders are represented by members of the 
general management.

Does the appointment/election of employee board members need to be confirmed
by the Annual General Meeting of shareholders? 

No.

How often does the board meet on average during the year?

Every two months. There are between five and seven meetings per year.

Does your board have any committees? Which ones do you belong to? 

The board has three committees: the strategy committee; the accounts committee; 
and the selection and remuneration committee. Unlike on other boards, employee 
representatives do belong to the committees. I am on the strategy committee and 
my colleague is on the accounts committee. Before, when there were three employ-
ee directors, it was great because each of us was on one of the committees. My 
former colleague was on the remuneration committee. And that was useful because 
he managed to get a social criterion included in the pay package of the Chief Execu-
tive Officer (CEO).

How soon before meetings do you receive the papers and documentation? 

We receive the papers at the same time as the other board members.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a 
boardlevel employee representative in Thales?
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When my company joined the Thomson CSF ‘family’ in 1983-1984 it moved into the 
public sector and so, as a subsidiary, it had to hold elections for board-level employ-
ee representatives. That’s how, in 1986-1987, I came to be a worker director of one 
of the subsidiaries. After that, I later became a member of the Thomson CSF board 
in 1989. I then became a worker director at Thales, a private company, in 1998.

When I was a member of the Thomson CSF board, Thomson CSF was in the pub-
lic sector. There were six board-level employee representatives, representing both 
managerial and non-managerial staff. I wasn’t managerial grade at the time; my 
name was put forward on the non-managerial list. By the time Thomson CSF joined 
the private sector in 1998 I was managerial grade so I was elected as a worker direc-
tor representing managerial and professional staff.

What were your personal motives, at the outset, in standing for office? 

I was interested in the economic life of the company. When I was secretary of the 
works council, I was more interested in the activities related to business and econ-
omy than in the management of social and cultural activities. It interests me, it 
fascinates me, so when I was asked to go on the board of directors I fancied the idea 
of a change of office. And it still fascinates me. 

Skills/training

What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

Once I had passed my technical baccalaureate [high school certificate], I joined Néo-
phone as an electronics technician. In 1971, I joined the vision study laboratory of Sin-
tra, and in 1981 changed streams and became business manager. Through in-house 
training, I was promoted to manager level in 1991, and in 1992 took charge of the Sales 
Administration Department of the IT tools division. Since 1996, I have been Manager 
in the Aeronautic and Naval Communications Unit of Thales Communications.

How do you prepare for board meetings? 

You want to know how we prepare? First of all, Thales still has board-level employee 
representatives on the boards of its subsidiaries. We at the CFDT - I mean the ‘Inter’ 
group coordinating committee and the board-level employee representatives of the 
parent company board - get together with the employee representatives on the boards 
of the subsidiary companies once a year and give a presentation about the Group. We 
broadly outline the business plan and have an exchange of views with them.

As for preparing for meetings of the board, we receive the agenda and documents 
a week in advance, because that’s the rule – it’s in the statutes of the Thales board. 
Then my colleague and I go to the offices of the CFDT Inter and prepare ourselves 
with help from the secretary and deputy secretary. All four of us together prepare 
for board meetings.

Have you ever received any special training from your company? 
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The company has organised training sessions – on information about the Group, 
and then on financial techniques – for employee board members from the parent 
company and the subsidiaries.

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union? 

As concerns the union, when board-level employee representatives were first appoint-
ed, in the public sector in the 1980s, the CFDT laid on special ‘employee director’ train-
ing because there were a lot of board-level employee representatives in those days.

Then, as time went by, there was less and less training. Once companies were pri-
vatised they were no longer obliged to have board-level employee representatives. 
There are fewer and fewer worker directors now, so things are a bit more complicat-
ed in terms of training. Recently, a year or two ago, a training course was organised 
by the Metalworkers’ Federation. Several of us attended, and it was useful.

How and where do you seek advice? From outside experts? If so, from whom?

In France, board-level employee representatives do not have the right to call up an 
external expert, as opposed to the works council, for instance. However, since we 
closely work with our trade union and other CFDT representatives within the com-
pany, we share our information and knowledge. 

Reflections on role in relation to shareholder representatives on 
the board

Have you noticed any differences between them and you? 

At Thomson CSF, unlike other Groups, the employee board members were treated 
with a certain … it’s difficult to find the right term, but the role of the worker direc-
tors was recognised even when we were in the public sector. And I think that’s part 
of the history, the social history of Thales. When Thales was privatised, the position 
of the worker directors wasn’t called into question because they were part of the 
company’s social entity. There is a degree of respect, a certain recognition of the 
role of board-level employee representatives at Thales.

At present we’re in a rather difficult period because the body of shareholders is 
about to change: Dassault is going to substitute itself for Alcatel, and Dassault 
wants to replace the existing company’s presidency. We are managing to work with 
the other board members on this issue.

How does your position as an employee representative affect your behaviour on 
the board? 

Looking at my own experience, at the beginning you find yourself in an unfamiliar 
environment. I was secretary of the works council, I attended central works council 
meetings, and it’s a totally different environment. On the board we’re with CEOs, 
top-ranking civil servants and the like.
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You don’t dare speak much first time round. I can tell you that when there were 
former ministers, you say to yourself, ‘what on earth am I doing here?’ And then, 
as you get used to it, you see how to operate. If we wanted to earn credibility and 
be considered like the others, we had to base our action on the documentation and 
questioned on that basis.

We put across the employees’ claims and expectations but not in the form of a dec-
laration, because that goes down badly with the board members. Thus, our task is 
one of analysis. With experience, I’m convinced that, for the benefit of the trade 
union, and if we want to gain credibility and be listened to, we need to distinguish 
between the board and our practices on the works council or central works council.

To what extent does your view of the company’s interests differ from that of the 
shareholders (for example, the priority attached to long-term interests rather than 
short-term profit)? 

Yes, we have different views on wealth distribution, for example, and we express 
them with regard to the policy on stock options, etc. We are the only ones to vote 
against, but we make our views known and that brings about discussion. And of 
course it’s useful to provoke discussion.

To what extent does the fact that you cannot form a voting majority influence your 
options and behaviour? 

We find that we can influence some decisions by putting across the experiences and 
feelings of workers on a given issue. There’s rarely a complete change of mind, but 
bringing about discussion is always a good thing.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? Have you ever felt the 
need to ‘whistleblow’ in the company’s interest? 

We always report the board’s proceedings to the trade union. We head it ‘confiden-
tial’, and until now - and ever since I’ve been on the board - we’ve never had any 
confidentiality problems. We send this report to the executive body. We also pro-
duce a staff newsletter, a newsletter from the board-level employee representatives, 
two or three times a year taking stock of our actions. What’s useful for the union is 
to get information upfront. 

What is your general assessment of how well the board functions? 

I’ve seen quite a difference between the board of a nationalised company and the 
board of a private company with shareholders other than the State. The same ap-
plies to governance. The Thales board functions pretty well.

Links with workplace representatives

Are you also a member of the works council? 

No.
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What is your relationship with other employee representatives within the company? 
Are you ever consulted as an expert by another employee representative body? 

Other elected representatives within the company also expect things of us which are 
not directly part of our duties as board members. For example, we’re able to go and 
see the CEO. We just have to ring up and ask to meet him. Recently, for instance, 
the CFDT delegates in a major subsidiary felt there where a problem with the man-
agement. While we were going to see the CEO about something else – we ourselves 
don’t see him often either, we don’t often ask for a meeting – we thus spent a couple 
of minutes talking about the situation and action was taken quickly.

Outside of board meetings, when we’re contacted about major management issues 
arising in one or other establishment, or about wage policy issues in a subsidiary, 
for example, what we sometimes do is forward them to the CEO, saying ‘be careful 
about that!’. But when such matters reach us it means that they haven’t found a 
solution on the ground.

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest?

According to French law, a board-level employee representative cannot hold any 
other representative mandate within the company. For instance, if you were a 
works councillor, you have to resign as soon as you are elected to the board. So this 
question does not apply to my current situation. 

What is your relationship with the European works council? 

We are of course in close contacts with our trade union organisation at company 
level. Since the secretary of the European works council (EWC) is a member of our 
union, we are used to being in contact with him, particularly during the monthly 
meeting of our CFDT executive committee. 

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union?

Our trade union is structured as follows at Thales: we have an executive com-
mittee that meets once a month and it’s attended by the board-level employee 
representatives - so we’re involved - along with the secretary, the deputy secretary 
and the head of the European works council. We hold a meeting and take stock of 
how things stand; we exchange information. Then we hold a meeting of what we 
call a council, bringing together 30 people including the delegates from the large 
companies and we spend a day working together. We, board-level employee rep-
resentatives, are part of that forum. The trade union has always operated this way 
at Thomson CSF. It’s a very unusual trade union structure, compared with other 
companies; it reflects the history of Thomson CSF because even the trade unions 
is highly centralised. Just as the Group is centralised, so are we on the union side. 
In other words, we have the ‘Inter’ coordinating committee that liaises with the 
workplace unions in the various companies. Everything goes through the Inter, 
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and we, board-level employee representatives are an integral part of that union 
structure.

How does your position as a board member influence your trade union’s strategies 
towards the company? 

The benefit to the union of having one or more board-level employee representa-
tives is to get information upfront and to display its stances at a high level, meaning 
that the union can anticipate events. Moreover, if the union wants to broach a given 
subject with the CEO, we ask for a meeting and we take along with us the CFDT of-
ficial for the Group. The doors are open. As far as the management is concerned, if 
one of us board members at head office thinks some important matter needs to be 
raised, we ask for a meeting and that’s not a problem.

How would you define your role in relation to collective bargaining?

For the same reason a board-level employee representative cannot be a works coun-
cillor at the same time, we do not have the right to take part in collective bargaining 
or any other negotiation process within the company. 

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of in your position as board member?

The board discusses the Group’s human resources policy once a year. We were the 
ones who brought this about; it took a while, but now it’s a regular feature. We are 
not going to change the world, of course, but some progress has been made.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity?

The biggest problem with this position is the issue of confidentiality vis-à-vis the elec-
torate. I was elected, fair enough. I was elected by a majority of the workforce at Thales 
but I can’t report back to them. I do report back to my union, of course, but my hands 
really are tied when it comes to my constituents because this is a mandate where you 
can’t come away from a board meeting and circulate a record of its proceedings to the 
workforce as a whole. That’s very hard. I talk to my colleagues, since I do still carry out 
my professional work, and it’s true that I can’t tell them everything even though they 
voted for me. In terms of the union that ‘sponsored’ us – that’s the term used - there is 
transparency. But liaising with constituents, that’s the real difficulty with this position.

How do you think your role as a board member might change given the current 
financial and economic crisis?

The employee board members are planning to initiate a discussion about profit-
sharing. On this matter, the other employee representatives within the company 
have told us, ‘now is the time to state what we want’. We’ve already asked the board 
to consider this subject. It’s interesting because we had a discussion then; we didn’t 
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win adherence but we’re making progress. The role of employee board members is 
more relevant than ever at such a time: to speak up for oversight, equity, jobs and 
the future.

Are sustainable development issues discussed at board level? 

That certainly ought to be the case because the company issues an annual social 
responsibility report. But I have to tell you, quite frankly, that if it weren’t for the 
employee directors this topic wouldn’t be addressed. What usually happens is that 
we receive the corporate social responsibility (CSR) document in advance of the 
board meeting, we read it and we prepare the questions we want to ask. I’m not 
sure how carefully the other directors read it. So really, if we weren’t there to ask a 
minimum number of questions…

We also receive the social report at the same time as the environmental report. 
Sometimes we ask for a meeting with whoever wrote the report outside of board 
meetings so as to get more answers. It’s quite obvious that this topic isn’t the other 
board members’ cup of tea.

These subjects appear on the board’s agenda because of statutory obligations. It 
might be interesting to monitor the statistics, but I couldn’t say there is much dis-
cussion. And if there is any at all, it’s clearly on the initiative of the employee rep-
resentatives. 

How do you assess the balance of advantage/disadvantage in being a board 
member? 

It’s a fascinating position to hold. I’m retiring next year, at the end of my term 
[2010]. It’s been a fascinating experience, operating inside the company’s power-
house and representing the workforce there. The most difficult aspect, without a 
doubt, is the problem of confidentiality vis-à-vis our constituents.
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Nationality: French
Date of birth: 1952
Name of company: France Télécom Group
Sector: Telecommunications
Location of company Headquarters: Paris, France
Size of the company: Consolidated revenue: ∑45.9 billion; consolidated EBITDA (earnings before inter-
est, taxes, depreciation and amortization): ∑16.3 billion; net income: ∑3.4 billion (2009)
Number of employees: Around 106,000 employees in France
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: 30
Date of joining company: 1977
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): At the lowest level – grade one linesman
Current position: Network designer in the Rouen Intervention Unit
Name of trade union: CGT (Confédération Générale du Travail, General Confederation of Labour)
Date elected to board: 19997

Number of employees represented: ‘As I am elected by the holding company of the Group, I represent 
the entire workforce, that is, around 106,000 employees worldwide.’
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): ‘I began my trade 
union duties in the 1980s, two years after joining France Télécom, and after a while I took on a 
role at département level and then at national level, because I was particularly interested in technical 
trades and the future of telecoms networks. That’s how I became involved in a national CGT commit-
tee through my industry federation (in about 1986-1987). [‘Industry federation’ refers to the CGT’s 
organisation at sectoral level, such as telecommunications.] In that capacity I wrote some reports, and 
I was asked to co-chair that national group. I was more or less on secondment to the trade union for a 
quarter of my time. As of 1995 I was asked to be secretary for the département, and that’s when I went 
full time, mainly going out into La Poste’s services. My personal aim was to move the CGT forward from 
third-largest to largest trade union in the département, which did indeed happen. In 1999 my company 
had neither a works council nor any staff representative because we were a public sector company, so 
there was a joint administrative committee (JAC) and a joint technical committee (JTC). I attended all 
those meetings. But I really missed activities related to telecommunications.
I was obliged, in order to comply with the French law, to give up all my other mandates as employee 
representative within the company when I became a board-level employee representative.’ 

Jean-Michel Gaveau (telecoms, 
CGT) – ‘The role of board-level 
employee representatives is greatly 
underestimated’6

6  The interview was conducted by Aline Conchon on 7 April 2009 and translated from the French by Janet 
Altman.

7 Since the interview, Jean-Michel Gaveau retired in December 2009 and is no longer a board member. 
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Operation of the board

How many board members are there? How many are employee representatives? 

There are fifteen, of whom three are employee representatives, which includes one 
seat reserved for managerial and professional staff.

Does the appointment/election of employee board members need to be confirmed 
by the Annual General Meeting of shareholders? 

No, unlike the board member who represents employee shareholders. The share-
holders have no say when it comes to board-level employee representatives elected 
by the workforce. The only obligation consists in having to buy at least one share, 
whereas the other directors have to buy 1000 shares, under a proposal recently put 
to the shareholders.

How often does the board meet on average during the year?

There are five meetings officially scheduled and generally speaking there are at least 
11 a year on average, plus the committees and invitations to preview new products 
about to be launched. But as for board meetings themselves, there is one a month 
on average. Ours is one of the CAC 40 companies [the main benchmark for Eu-
roNext Paris] that holds the most frequent board meetings. The chief executive of-
ficer (CEO) finds it very important to consult us, including when there’s a financial 
transaction under way that doesn’t require compulsory consultation of the board. 
He likes to consult us in advance, to ask us how much room for manoeuvre he can 
have and ask our opinion, even if it means coming back again afterwards if prob-
lems arise.

When they happen to take place, extraordinary board meetings can last an hour, 
although the most recent one lasted for 2 hours 30 minutes because it was quite 
an important one. Otherwise, meetings tend to last from three to four hours. They 
always start at 5pm after the stock exchange has closed.

Does your board have any committees? If so, which ones do you belong to? 

The board has three committees: the audit committee; the strategy committee; and 
the remuneration, appointment and governance committee. I’m a member of the 
strategy committee. The most sensitive committees are the audit and remuneration 
committees, dealing for example with managers’ pay packages and the company 
accounts. I’d have to say that employees are partly excluded from those.

How soon before meetings do you receive the papers and documentation? 

[Before privatisation] the documents and the agenda were always on the table. In 
fact it’s much the same now. They are always terrified the documents will be leaked. 
It can happen nowadays, but subject to extreme precautions, that we receive the 
papers by e-mail the day before, including confidential reports.
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Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a 
board-level employee representative in this company? How were you elected or 
appointed to the board? 

My trade union approached me in June 1999. I found out later that they had easily 
reached a consensus on putting me forward, because there were very few colleagues 
who devoted so much attention to paperwork. In a sense I was nominated by the 
industry federation.

What were your personal motives, at the outset, in standing for office? 

Someone phoned me to ask, ‘is it true you were intending to return to your normal 
post?’, to which I said ‘yes’. But he explained, ‘look, we’ve been thinking and we’ve 
decided it would be a good idea if you were to stand for the board of directors’. I 
said, ‘OK, why not? You can put me down as a candidate for whatever you like’. But 
he said, ‘hang on, you don’t get it, you’ll be in position to be elected and you would 
be top of the list’. I said, ‘you don’t say!’. 

That was clearly a problem because I wasn’t expecting anything of the kind. I re-
plied, ‘hold on, what is this all about? I don’t understand’. Because, quite frankly, I 
knew absolutely nothing about it. I told him, ‘I’ve read the reports edited by board-
level employee representatives and I don’t feel remotely capable of holding that sort 
of mandate. We’d have to discuss it in more depth because I can’t quite see where 
this is heading’. So then he explained, ‘well, it’s based on records and files, we would 
help you, you’d receive training from the union, and so on. In a first step, the idea 
is to help the industry federation on matters concerning the company or sector. 
You’d be involved in the industry federation’s thoughts without being elected to any 
specific body, as worker directors are not allowed to hold any other representative 
mandate.

I said, ‘hey, I’ll have to speak to the union structure I belong to first of all because 
although I was thinking of resuming my normal duties, I wasn’t expecting anything 
like this’. So they gave me no more than two days to think it over. We urged the 
département committee to hold a rather rushed meeting and apparently no one 
was against it; on the contrary, they thought it would be good for them. They knew 
I could help them out in the department and in the region. No particular problems 
arose there.

What has been the impact of your role on your career in the company? 

I was full-time for five years. And that’s the hard thing, because I was hoping to be 
able to work part-time on the board and carry on with my normal work, but I very 
soon realised that it was impossible to do a proper job and so I couldn’t in fact re-
turn to my post. That meant I was full-time, but it was OK with the management, 
because on the face of it I still belonged to my unit for administrative purposes, 
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based in Evreux and working part-time. I wanted to keep up my local union activi-
ties, which I have always done throughout my nine years on the board. I worked on 
the principle that you must always stay close to the grass roots, and that’s been very 
positive for me because I have always managed to maintain close contacts.

In 2004, after I’d been in office for three years, the government pulled out again and 
France Télécom was privatised. Elections for employee representation bodies were 
held for the first time. The number of board members elected by the workforce was 
reduced from seven to three. I myself wanted to return to my normal post because 
I thought I’d served my time, and since I was close to retirement age – because I’m 
able to retire at 55 – I wanted again to get back to work. Given that they were simul-
taneously holding elections for employee representative bodies for the first time, 
the industry federation asked me to remain in office until I retired. So I said to my 
industry federation, ‘I’ve done my sums and I’m not going to get much of a pension. 
I would appreciate if one can just think a little bit to me because I haven’t been pro-
moted since 1987’. They said, ‘OK, OK, don’t worry, we’ll look after you’. And then 
the months went by and no one did anything for me. So I wrote a fairly angry e-mail 
and sent it to the CEO, with a copy to my industry federation. It wasn’t a problem, of 
course, and the CEO wrote to Group Human Resources Director (HRD). The Group 
HRD asked me what I wanted. I said that all I wanted was the usual career develop-
ment, and I mentioned several colleagues who I’d trained and who now had such 
and such a pay grade. They then promoted me to second-level managerial grade, 
which meant that I got an increase of €200. I still ‘only’ get €2000 a month, but I 
get a variable component that’s now been reduced and a fixed component that’s a 
bit higher, bearing in mind that when I retire they’ll base my pension on the fixed 
component. Because I’ve also worked two extra years, my pension will be a bit more 
substantial than it otherwise would have been. So you could say that I’ve been pro-
moted, but it’s more by way of making up for lost time and not so much owing to 
my position on the board.

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal/private life?

When I was asked to apply for this worker director’s mandate, I spoke to my wife 
about it because I knew it would involve a lot of travelling. We agreed within the 
family too, because my wife felt that in any case activism ran in my blood. She also 
thought this was a natural step.

Skills/training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? 

Quite frankly, I understood very little at the start because they were mainly discuss-
ing business strategy. I was clear about the contribution I could make, but I was 
extremely limited, not to say useless, when it came to the company accounts. I had 
no skills whatsoever in that area, especially as such matters were never addressed 
in other employee representative bodies. Bodies like the joint administrative com-
mittee and the joint technical committee never tackled financial problems. They 
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basically tackled human resources problems in the main, or else social audits or 
health and safety matters, but there was nothing financial along the lines of what 
the board of directors deals with.

Now, and after about a year’s experience, I more or less get it and I can now spot 
anything fishy. Thanks to my training - because I’ve since undergone trade union 
training and I’ve even become a trainer myself - I know what to look at as a matter 
of priority. I no longer get lost. You don’t need to panic just because a document is 
300 pages long. As a rule you have to study 20 or so pages, and on the basis of those 
20 pages I manage to further investigate records and files. The 300 page document 
then gives you more in-depth information.

How do you prepare for board meetings? 

When I was first elected, I was elected with a female colleague. There were seven 
worker directors, two of us from the CGT. We two trained ourselves up a bit, but 
we worked more on social matters, on strategy and technology, but not so much on 
the accounts. And when we spoke at board meetings we spoke more about those 
items than we did about the accounts. Having said which, my colleague and I very 
soon began to work on the tables because our predecessors hadn’t really done much 
work in that area – I tried to go into more depth, to understand a bit more about 
how things worked. So we started to look back through the documentation we had 
about previous years, trying to understand what was meant by this, that or the other 
budget heading. We looked at all the different accounts - consolidated accounts, so-
cial accounts and so on. We both learned a little during the first year and our skills 
improved quite quickly just by reading the press, working on the intranet, and so 
on. We soon realised what approach we could take on the basis of the company’s 
financial accounts. 

Broadly speaking, during those early years, in 2000-2002, while I was with my 
colleague, the company was hit by a huge internal financial crisis and the finan-
cial bubble burst. At that time the company was on the verge of bankruptcy, and 
thanks to the tables I’d drawn up with my colleague the industry federation then 
became really interested in the work we’d done. Alternatives had to be found. 
We even studied this at confederal level, because from then on we realised that 
the board of directors had been a very important part of the crisis and partially 
responsible for it.

How and where do you seek advice? 

Wherever possible, when I receive highly confidential documents about the ac-
counts, for example the day before, I try to see if I can get a bit of advice. But before 
privatisation I couldn’t even get any back-up from colleagues on the central works 
council because there wasn’t one.

Do you ever seek advice from outside experts? If so, from whom?

No, I can’t get any help from experts. Obviously I would love to be able to rely on 
an expert.
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Have you ever received any special training from your company? 

In the early days what we got from the company management was more a matter 
of information than training; back in 2000 the CEO was pretty much impervious to 
requests from employees.

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union? 

I attended some confederal training courses after being elected. The confederation 
took much more of an interest in the issue of board-level employee representatives, 
and that’s important because I owe my extra know-how about everything to do with 
finance and strategy to my confederation. So I underwent that confederal training 
and now I’m among the ones who provide some of the training for future and cur-
rent worker directors.

Also, we CGT worker directors from different companies get together every two 
months for special information and training days. We choose particular themes 
each time. Recently, for example, I was tasked with writing an economic memoran-
dum that was put up for discussion and led to a lot of debate about the remunera-
tion of the company’s management. Half my paper dealt with France Télécom, and 
in it I demonstrated the perversity of the managerial pay arrangements, and then I 
put forward the CGT’s proposed course of action.

In addition, I’m on the Trade Union Advisory Committee [of the OECD] and have 
learned a lot from it. I also represent the confederation there on the issue of cor-
porate governance. It has taught me a good deal, not least because it’s made me a 
little more modest about French pretensions in respect of governance, given that 
there are also lessons to be learned from other countries. And the contact with trade 
unionists from other countries can be very varied and very interesting. You get to 
know each other with all your differences rather than through conflict. That’s ter-
rific.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? Have you noticed any differences between them and you? 

In the beginning I had terrible trouble even getting the company management to 
install an IT system in my office. I had to make myself respected and, this, on the 
long-run. I didn’t even have an internet connection. I wasn’t connected to the inter-
net until the new CEO arrived in 2002! I did have a low-speed internet connection 
at home, but not at work.

There certainly is a difference (such as the fact that there are no worker directors 
on the main board’s sub-committees), but only to a certain extent because I have to 
admit that since the arrival of Didier Lombard (chairman at the Board of Director)
considerable efforts have been made to explain everything clearly. Board meetings 
last longer now; we are definitely listened to and we get an answer to every ques-
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tion we ask; we are given very voluminous records and reports, but nonetheless we 
do have papers on the table, even if we only receive some of them by internet the 
day before. It’s all decent enough. We do get information now. On the other hand, 
what’s frustrating is that the reports are totally confidential.

How does your position as an employee representative affect your behaviour on 
the board? 

I’m in an unusual position because I am the only one of the three employee repre-
sentatives to be full time in that role. Both the others have gone back to their normal 
work on a full-time basis, and I imagine they are cut off from their industry federa-
tion and only come along for the board of directors. Concerning myself, I visit all the 
departments, I go wherever I’m invited. I attend internal study days organised by 
the industry federation, and also by the confederation of course, because I co-chair 
the worker directors’ group with the CGT economist, Nasser Mansouri-Giulani. 
This means that at the end of the day I have more of a window on the world than any 
of the managers because they are all highly specialised in their own niches. What’s 
more, most of the board members are not familiar with the company because they 
are all outsiders - both the government representatives and the shareholder repre-
sentatives. I’m the only pointing out things that go wrong within the company. So 
in that sense I make a huge contribution.

To what extent does your view of the company’s interests differ from that of the 
shareholders, for example, over the priority attached to long-term interests rather 
than short-term profit? 

It has to be acknowledged that they do appreciate us because they live in their bub-
ble, they’re in their stratosphere. Quite visibly, when I explain things to them that 
we might find very basic, they’re often completely taken aback because these are 
very concrete, very down-to-earth things. While they regard everything as a cost 
item, I for my part try to show them that it doesn’t represent a cost when it enables 
the company to operate better, live better and even to sustain. That can even serve 
the shareholders’ interests, indirectly, because the more efficiently a company func-
tions the more money it’s likely to make. They do listen when I talk like that. 

To what extent does the fact that you cannot form a voting majority influence your 
options and behaviour? 

Our action as board-level employee representatives is very limited by the fact that 
our voting right is not powerful enough. So I know full well that I couldn’t… Well, if 
you like, I’ve never managed to overturn a vote since I was first elected in 1999. Nev-
ertheless, I try to get a debate going, because board meetings can sometimes end 
very quickly. By initiating discussions - and these are in fact highly valued - between 
the board of directors, the CEO and members of the management committee, they 
do think things over. For example, I found out that they finally incorporated a 20 
per cent variable pay component into the management’s remuneration, subject to 
service quality criteria. The best proof of all is that this year the variable component 
will go down because the service quality indicators haven’t been met, even though 
the financial results in all other areas are excellent.
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So my role isn’t necessarily to get bogged down in endless discussion, but to try 
and turn up at every board meeting. I more or less know what will happen every 
time: quarterly accounts, half-year results or else specific events such as acquisi-
tions, external expansion, investment policy, etc. On that basis I always try to raise 
one or two points that they find – let’s say - rather a nuisance, trying to force them 
examine the issue or justify themselves or provide an answer. It evidently pays off 
because, as long as I’ve studied the topic carefully and I know all the facts, the CEO 
always thanks me and indirectly takes account of what I say, because he calls on the 
members of the management committee to examine this or that issue. And the out-
come is pretty positive, for instance, on staff training, where the quality of provision 
has declined sharply. They’re receptive when you ask them, ‘have you assessed the 
potential cost of a lack of staff training?’ That makes them uneasy and they have no 
answer. For them it’s a cost, so the shareholder representatives on the board say to 
themselves, ‘aha, there are costs involved, maybe we should look into the matter’.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? Have you ever felt the 
need to ‘whistleblow’ in the company’s interest? 

Let me give you an example. My colleague and I were convoked to the National As-
sembly in 2002 for a parliamentary hearing because the CEO had said, ‘we can’t tell 
the board members anything because we know there will be leaks’. In actual fact, 
as I explained to the Douste-Blazy committee of inquiry, we didn’t actually need to 
prepare for board meetings or even have the documents, because the press was full 
of it all. If you bought Le Monde, for example, on the previous day or the day itself, 
just before going into the board meeting, you more or less had the agenda and de-
tails of the debates that were to take place. In other words, the leaks were not com-
ing from us but basically from managers at France Télécom. From then onwards, 
the role of the worker directors was scaled down and all we could do was go on the 
defensive and make statements of good intent.

Worst of all, the union industry federation set more store by confidentiality than the 
managers themselves, because the CGT industry federation had great respect for me, 
and when I said, ‘we’ve been told not to comment’, the industry federation didn’t pub-
lish anything and respected what I said to the letter. In fact it always respected what 
the CGT board members said and whatever advice we gave. The industry federation 
scrupulously went along with us whenever we said we were unable to comment. Un-
like those managers, who released whatever information they liked. So, have there 
have been any abuses of office? Not by me and not by the CGT. The company has never 
given us a dressing-down, because in any case we could very easily explain to them that 
99 per cent of the leaks came from them. The leaks came from management and not 
from board members in general, still less from board-level employee representatives.

As far as collective bargaining is concerned, the difficulty for our company and 
our industry federation - and I gather it’s more or less the same everywhere - is 
that the trade unions and their industry federations focus very much on immedi-
ate claims, on interests of some particular staff categories and trade descriptions, 
on restructuring issues, etc. And it’s true that we don’t necessarily dwell enough 
on the company’s all-round strategy. And that is of course my job: in other words 
my number one concern, on coming away from a board meeting, is - based on the 
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notes I took - to try and produce a short summary. I wait to see what is sent out by 
the company, because sometimes everything happens very quickly and it’s possible 
to get the wrong end of the stick. Then, the very next day, given that the company 
always produces information for the outside world or over the intranet, I try to see 
what contribution I can make for the industry federation and for my company, and 
I try to produce an internal report. This internal record is fairly technical - I also try 
to draw up avenues of claims - and the internal report remains, let’s say, relatively 
confidential. I always ask myself the question: ‘am I allowed to say this or not?’. I 
also prepare an external report, a press release, every time. This press release is 
read by the industry federation, and I don’t have the final say over it. What that 
means is that I say to them of my own accord, ‘there you are, I’m giving you the facts 
that I’m able to publish; you look at the facts I’ve given you from your own point of 
view and publish them as you see fit’. The press release isn’t signed by me, never. It 
comes from the industry federation or from the workplace union. 

The third thing I do, three or four days later, is produce a newsletter from the board 
of directors, which is a two to four page long newsletter intended for the entire 
workforce. It’s feedback on my work as worker director, if you like. This account is 
much appreciated because it goes slightly off the beaten track, away from immedi-
ate trade union demands. For this reason it is of great interest to managerial staff 
- it’s widely distributed among the managerial staff - and it’s also much appreciated 
by the militants because they use it as a basis for their trade union information ses-
sions, as I try to include tables, numerical tables, and then explain them in quite a 
didactic fashion, so as to show what lies ahead of us. Because, whether we like it 
or not, the board of directors isn’t down-to-earth, it isn’t concrete: it determines 
strategy or, based on the accounts that have been validated, it gives idea about con-
sequences for profit-sharing, worker financial participation, pay rises, level of em-
ployment, working conditions and investment. So I try to provide a whole range 
of facts of interest to the workforce but also to union members. This newsletter is 
available on the internal website, the intranet, and the external website as well, and 
it’s also distributed to any staff members wishing to receive it.

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues/others?

All my attendance fees are transferred directly to my CGT industry federation. The 
sum of €32,858 was transferred in 2008. I don’t see the colour of that money be-
cause it’s entirely paid over to my industry federation. In case you’re interested, my 
annual pay in 2008 was €38,338. Obviously my industry federation reimburses my 
travel costs on invoice.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 
Are you also a member of the works council? 

No. National legislation prevents me from holding any other elected mandate with-
in the company.
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What is your relationship with the European works council? Are you ever 
consulted as an expert by another representative body? 

At the risk of disappointing you I have to say no, but that’s not entirely true because 
I occasionally contact them. Whenever I approach them, they’re very interested for 
example in the written materials I have, and that I can then show them. Having said 
which, there’s a bit of a mismatch, because I mainly deal with the Group’s consoli-
dated accounts whereas the works council mainly deals with the social accounts and 
hardly at all with the consolidated accounts. So there’s a bit of a mismatch, but even 
so they’re very interested in the Group concept. As for the European works council 
(EWC), that’s a very difficult forum because it really steps in after the event, and 
I would say all the documents are already in the public domain even before they 
meet. What is interesting, however, is that when I speak to members of the EWC I 
find out information about certain countries that I don’t necessarily see in the con-
solidated accounts. But what the EWC – in the general sense of the term – lacks is a 
global works council, because a substantial part of the company is located in Africa. 
I sometimes make contact with colleagues there, or I see them at congresses – in 
Egypt, Senegal and several other African countries - and so occasionally we are in 
touch. I’m also invited to UNI, which represents all branches of the telecoms sec-
tor around the world. I find that very interesting too: I get written materials, and 
sometimes they consult me.

But I admit that, in my opinion, I am nevertheless very much under-used. I believe 
there is a straightforward explanation as to why board-level employee representa-
tives are under-used by the trade union: namely that works councils can call on 
experts in a way that I cannot and, given that they can get funding for experts’ re-
ports, they think it’s easier to bring in know-how from the outside - professional 
economists or financial specialists. But in actual fact it’s all gone wrong quite of-
ten, because if you don’t ask the consultants the right questions they’ll produce fine 
dossiers but they won’t go where you would like them to go, in other words they 
won’t help building supports to claims. One thing we want from experts’ reports is 
back-up for putting forward our claims, and not just statements of fact or a copy-
and-paste job based on what we get from the company. Consultancy firms are a two-
edged sword: on the one hand they don’t want to turn the company against them 
so they can get a foot in the door and obtain so-called confidential information. But 
sometimes the work done by consultancy firms is quite superficial compared with 
what I can do. On the other hand I acknowledge that I would have difficulty in pro-
ducing the kind of reports they issue. Ultimately, though, just because they’ve pro-
duced a very comprehensive, showy dossier it doesn’t mean that it’s underpinned 
by solid foundations pointing the way ahead for trade union activity.

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union?

I do consider that once you get elected, you have to account for your actions in exactly 
the same way that the government representatives on the board of directors have to 
account for themselves to the French Government Shareholding Agency (APE). And I 
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must say that the directors elected by the shareholders also account for their actions 
every year, in resolutions that have to be approved by the shareholders. Given that I 
was elected by the workforce, I am part of that ‘college’ – I’m sponsored by my trade 
union, so it’s only natural that I have to provide it with as much information as I 
can, as well as to the workforce, in line with my rights and duties.

How does your position as a board member influence your trade union’s strategies 
towards the company? 

In the beginning, the only way both our industry federation and my company found 
out anything about the state of the corporate accounts was through the board of 
directors. In fact that’s why there has always been a bit of a knowledge gap because, 
given that the board was rather remote, no one really knew where it was coming 
from. That wasn’t a problem while the company was 100 per cent State-owned, but 
once it was listed on the stock exchange as from 1997, and then once the govern-
ment gradually gave up its shares in the company, that’s when the challenges be-
came considerable, because that’s when the business management decisions were 
radically altered, and that’s when the corporate accounts became crucial, in terms 
of analysing the accounts and the way the accounts were drawn up.

How would you define your role in relation to collective bargaining?

In the same way that French national legislation prevents me from holding any 
other elected mandate within the company, I also do not have the right to partici-
pate in collective bargaining. 

Overall... and the future

How do you think your role as a board member might change given the current 
financial and economic crisis? 

We’ve talked about remuneration of top managers. As is well known, managers are 
basically paid according to financial targets and that’s what led to the financial ex-
cesses, in other words priority is given to the short term, to job cuts, profitability 
of the company and shareholder remuneration. Obviously, therefore, they had to 
put things right and even scale down what they wanted to do, and I believe my con-
tributions were … well, at least they weren’t refuted; they weren’t appreciated but 
they weren’t necessarily refuted. And then, last weekend [April 2009], there was a 
financial transaction under way and I was called in to a board meeting on Sunday 
regarding a dispute in a foreign country; the press had got hold of the story. Any-
how, I tried to explain, saying ‘gentlemen, you’ve learned nothing from the crisis! 
You’re still pursuing the same financial logic. The political/financial dispute you’re 
engaged in with a financial partner, whose shares you’re proposing to buy up at 25-
30 per cent more than their real value, and this money that you want to hand over, 
it’s money that you won’t be spending by way of pay rises and investment to over-
come the crisis’. This only goes to show that financial logic still takes precedence 
over the logic whereby money is redistributed to the employees and into industrial 
investment. Since I was one of the last to speak, because I was trying to understand 
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this complex transaction, they were really shocked at first: they basically seemed to 
be thinking to themselves, ‘where on earth is he coming from? He just doesn’t get 
it!’. But at the end of the day, as I went on to say, ‘that’s not how to overcome the cri-
sis! That’s not how to improve our turnover! We won’t get over the crisis by throw-
ing money out of the window’. I was the only one to vote against, and I’m proud I 
did so, but I certainly think I did shock them. Even though the decision is what it 
is, I nevertheless think I helped to raise awareness of the fact that overcoming the 
crisis calls for measures other than those they’re taking.

Has the issue of climate change ever been discussed at board level in relation to 
the company’s role in attempting to reduce its environmental impact?

There is an environmental charter that’s been adopted by the Group. A global char-
ter has also been adopted - for the first time ever - on child labour, on women, on all 
such issues, and what’s more it has been signed by the CGT and UNI. But that was 
done by the industry federations, not by the board of directors. The board has just 
been informed about it.

But I have to say that if I myself didn’t raise such issues they wouldn’t be addressed. 
Given that I’m concerned about environmental issues, I have tried to put across 
the point that the more jobs France Télécom does away with, the more local jobs 
are lost and the more the employees are forced to travel by car, both to get to work 
and to do their work. I’ve raised these issues several times. Some improvements 
have been made, but only marginal ones, and more at the government’s initiative 
than at the employer’s. Another point concerns all the products that are disposable 
nowadays. Here too, there have been some improvements and every time I raise 
these issues the answer is, for example: the next LiveboxTM will be 100 per cent 
recyclable. I’ve also asked other questions. For example, I found out that in Africa, 
as there are very few power stations, solar energy is used to supply our exchanges 
and our mobile pylons, or for air-conditioning where there are internet exchanges 
that generate a lot of heat. So I asked why this technology isn’t adopted in France or 
elsewhere. Such questions get put on hold and then looked into later on. But over-
all, financial concerns take precedence - or whatever creates a good impression. It’s 
all about having a good conscience. There ought to be binding legislation. The idea 
of doing away with local taxes on businesses and replacing them with a CO2 tax, a 
carbon tax, isn’t the best of solutions. I’ve suggested that we set an example by try-
ing to ensure that telephone exchanges are as self-sufficient as possible, using solar 
energy or wind energy. They’re thinking about it. In the run-up to the Copenhagen 
summit [December 2009] there’s talk of the intranet, eco-design, carbon footprint-
ing, making more use of the new ICTs to cut CO2 emissions, and so on. A lot of hot 
air. 

It’s the same with a lot of social and environmental topics. If I don’t raise these 
issues, no one would explain them to the board. Financial discussions are a much 
higher priority.

How do you assess the balance of advantage/disadvantage in being a board 
member? 
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When I was elected I had to insist to management that I needed an office and a 
whole series of rights that I had to come up with myself because I got very little 
assistance. And to tell you the truth, once I’d been elected it was pretty difficult to 

get recognition and help from the industry fed-
eration. Initially, although it’s true that I have 
always had an excellent relationship with my 
industry federation, and that interesting times 

always stand out in one’s mind, I do think the role of board-level employee repre-
sentatives is greatly underestimated in companies in general and by my industry 
federation in particular.

Overall, though, having held this office for nine years, it’s been an incredibly worth-
while experience.

‘The role of board-level 
employee representatives 
is greatly underestimated.’

68

EBLR book.indd   68 21/10/10   18:45



69

Board-level employee
representation in Germany

Employee representatives have a right to seats on the supervisory board 
of larger companies – one third in companies with 500 to 2,000 em-
ployees, half in companies with more than 2,000.

Employees in larger limited liability companies (500 employees or more) also have 
representation on a supervisory board to which the day-to-day management of the 
company reports. The proportion of worker representatives varies from one third, 
in companies with between 500 and 2,000 employees, to a half, in companies with 
more than 2,000 workers. Even in these larger companies, the shareholders can 
finally win through, as the chair represents the shareholders and can cast a second 
vote in the event that a vote is tied. The one exception is the larger coal or iron and 
steel companies where the chair is independent. This system of board-level employ-
ee representation in coal, iron and steel companies was introduced in 1951, reflect-
ing the popular determination that these powerful industries should be brought 
under greater democratic control and should not be able to be misused, as they had 
been during the Nazi period.

The supervisory board can normally appoint and dismiss the main manage-
ment, and it reviews its performance. It gives advice, participates in setting the com-
pany’s strategy and is provided with financial and other information. In the coal and 
iron and steel industries, the employee representatives have additional rights in the 
appointment of the labour director. The employee representatives have the same 
rights and duties as other supervisory board members. Employee supervisory board 
members must not be discriminated against as a result of their membership of the 
board, and they must not be restricted in their work as supervisory board members. 
They are also entitled to reimbursement of their expenses and adequate training.
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In companies with 500 to 2,000 employees, the employee representatives, 
who are elected by the workforce, are also normally company employees. In larger 
companies, above 2,000, some of the employee representatives come directly from 
the unions, and are usually union officials. These larger companies must also give at 
least one place on the supervisory board to a senior management representative. At 
the end of 2008, figures from the Hans-Böckler-Foundation revealed that there were 
694 companies in Germany with more than 2,000 employees, where employee rep-
resentatives made up half the supervisory board. In addition, there were about 1,500 
companies with the statutory one-third employee representation (Hans-Böckler-Stif-
tung, 2009). This figure, which includes five European Companies (SEs), is slightly 
lower than the year before, continuing a gradual decline, which has been continuous 
since 2002. 

Nationality: German
Date of birth: 1954
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): MAN Diesel SE (subgroup of MAN SE)
Sector: Metal industry, mechanical engineering
Location of Headquarters: Augsburg, Germany
Size of the company: MAN Group revenue: ∑12 billion (2009); MAN Diesel SE sales: €2.5 billion (2009)
Number of employees: MAN Group worldwide: 49,500; MAN Diesel SE: 7,700 worldwide, of whom 
about 3,000 are in Germany (2009)
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: The company is active all over the world; there are 
production locations in Germany, the Czech Republic, Denmark and France
Date of joining company: 1977
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Lathe operator/ milling machine operator
Name of union: IG Metall
Date elected to board: 2002, to the supervisory board of MAN AG (MAN SE since May 2009)
Number of employees represented: ‘As we are now a European Company, according to my understand-
ing, my colleagues on the supervisory board and I represent the entire European workforce
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): chairman of the local works 
council since 2001; chairman of the company works council; chairman of MAN Diesel SE works council; 
member of the SE works council of the affiliate MAN SE; member of IG Metall representative assembly.’

Detlef Dirks (transport engineering) 
– ‘The company can rely on us, and it 
would do itself serious damage if it 
were to call this trust into question’8

8  The interview was conducted by Norbert Kluge on 30 June 2009 and translated from the German by James 
Patterson. 
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Operation of the board

How many supervisory board members are there?

The former MAN AG’s supervisory board had 20 members. The conversion into a 
European Company (SE) was used by the shareholders and the company to reduce 
the overall number of seats to sixteen.

How many are employee representatives? 

There were nine employee representatives on the MAN AG supervisory board plus 
the representative of the senior staff. Now (from May 2009) there are eight em-
ployee representatives from three countries (Austria, Germany and Poland).

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

The supervisory board oversees the management board. It evaluates the company’s 
strategic actions and, if necessary, influences how they are shaped. The employee 
representatives have the same rights and duties as the shareholders’ representa-
tives.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? 

We have to supervise the management in accordance with the law to ensure that 
they manage the company properly.

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders?

No.

How often does the board meet?

It meets at least four times a year. In addition, the supervisory boards of the sub-
groups meet regularly, which means that there is a dense network of coordinated 
enterprise decision-making and broad control.

What committees/ subcommittees does the board have? 
Which ones do you belong to? 

Yes, there are committees and employee representatives have a presence in all of 
them. I personally don’t belong to any of these supervisory board committees, how-
ever. But that is for historical, not personal reasons. 

How soon before meetings do you receive papers/ documentation? 

As a rule, I receive documentation well in advance, two to four weeks before the 
meeting.
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Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal Information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in this company?

Having been elected as a member of the works council, it was obvious to me that I 
should also be prepared to take the mandate on the supervisory board.
 
How were you selected/ elected to the board? For example, were you elected or 
appointed by a trade union – if so, which?

Originally, members were elected by delegates from the various works and estab-
lishments. Since the founding of the SE, German members of the SE supervisory 
board have been elected by the company works council and confirmed by the SE 
works council. The SE works council is the appointing body.

What were your personal motives in standing/ getting elected?

I was concerned to ensure that the worker interests of the Diesel engine branch re-
ceived a hearing in a company that is organised in separate branches. If you are closer 
to the flow of information, people listen to you and you can get things done more easily. 

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company?

As chair of the works council I am released from my professional duties. Over the 
years, I have accumulated experience which makes me better informed and able to 
act more decisively today.

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal/private life?

As a result of globalization of our business and the permanent search for a success-
ful industrial perspective, liability and also personal strain have been enormously 
increased. More relaxed times are definitely over.

Skills/training

What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I am a qualified lathe operator/milling machine operator.

What special skills have you brought to your role as supervisory board member?

As employee representative I bring to the table knowledge of the situation on the 
shop floor or the particular circumstances of the subgroup which I belong to. I have 
also acquired special knowledge as a result of continuous training in special semi-
nars run by my trade union.
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How do you prepare for meetings of the supervisory board?

First of all, I study the documents for the meeting. Apart from that, exchanges with 
my fellow employee representatives on the supervisory board in the course of our 
preliminary discussions are very important. 

How and where do you seek advice?

Our preliminary discussions as employee representatives are a help, as are my con-
tacts with full-time representatives of IG Metall on our supervisory board, who pro-
vide me with support on special issues.

From outside experts? If so, from whom?

As a rule, we consult our trade union experts, although, if necessary, we are entitled 
to consult other external experts in the run-up to or after official meetings.

Have you ever received special training from your trade union?

I have benefited greatly from regular training sessions on the topics dealt with by 
the supervisory board, which IG Metall organises, together with the Hans-Böckler-
Stiftung [body related to the Confederation of German Trade Unions (Deutsche Gew-
erkschaftsbund, DGB) that deals with workers’ participation, research and so on].

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
the representatives of the owners on the supervisory board? Who are the other 
members of the supervisory board?

Usually, the supervisory board consists of half owner representatives and half worker 
representatives. As we are now a European company (SE), for the moment, an Austri-
an and a Polish colleague represent the worker interests, together with us Germans. 

How do you generally get on with them?

Recently, there have been many changes at MAN on the ownership side due to the 
involvement of new major investors, such as VW. In the process, I have become 
acquainted with a wide range of personalities and I’ve seen how they are influenced 
by their personal and professional backgrounds. Experienced management from 
another company behaves differently from, for example, a banker, whose task it is 
to maximise returns for his clients, the investors. By and large, however, I get on 
well with all shareholders’ representatives. 

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board? 

The enterprise decisions that come before us on the supervisory board almost al-
ways have consequences in terms of jobs. As an employee representative, therefore, 
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I have to focus on getting as much as I can for the employees. Our recent agreement 
on premiums for a later company pension – which primarily affects our younger 
colleagues – is one example of this perspective. The company made us a concession 
on this and that made it easier for us to reach agreement on other decisions that 
were still outstanding. 

To what extent do you collaborate with the other workers representatives in the 
supervisory board?

We are operating as a consistent team and we have always preparatory and debrief-
ing meetings before and after a meeting of the supervisory board.
 
Do you feel similar to the other members of the board or different from them? 
For example, in relation to views on company strategy, investments, employment, 
long/short-term interests?

On our supervisory board there are intense discussions of the proposals from com-
pany management. In the course of this there are differences but also openness to 
our point of view on the part of individual shareholders’ representatives. At this 
stage of decision-making, it is far from the case that they act as a bloc. 

Our position as elected enterprise interest rep-
resentatives enables us, as a rule, to recognise 
certain dangers more easily, for example, arising 
from a planned acquisition, not only with regard 

to jobs, but also for the company in general. For example, we quickly sense whether 
an acquisition feels right or it is just a matter of acquiring a brand and jobs would 
be put in jeopardy because production lines overlap.

Do you feel that you are a minority on the supervisory board? How does the fact 
that you can never form a majority by formal voting influence your options? 
Does it mean that you sometimes have to insist that your questions are answered? 
With whom are you able to form alliances in the supervisory board? Can you give 
examples? 

First of all, we have to accept that, formally, we are not in a position to form majori-
ties on the supervisory board. The chair, who is always appointed by the sharehold-
ers’ side, has a casting vote. 

It’s true that there have been controversial decisions on the supervisory board, even 
if it didn’t look that way from the outside – people only talk about the agreement of 
the supervisory board. In any case, formal votes are always preceded by intensive 
discussions, even in the run-up to supervisory board meetings. People look for com-
promises to make agreement easier to reach, and usually get them. In the process, 
we’re able to detect signals that individual representatives on the shareholders’ side 
are receptive to our point of view. That also influences the final decision. The min-
utes of supervisory board meetings play an important role. Criticisms are set down 
in writing and, if needs be, can be referred back to at a later date. 

‘Our position enables 
us to recognise certain 
dangers more easily.’
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Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated or a tool of 
the company, for example, in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the 
workers?

Possible cooptation is something which has to be constantly reconciled. Sometimes, 
as an employee representative, one has to share responsibility for a certain decision, 
even though it might have negative consequences for some of those affected. Then 
you have to explain yourself and stand by the decision. We obviously have reasons, 
mainly to do with preserving jobs, why we assent to a particular decision or do not 
oppose it.

To what extent are consultations and decision-making on the supervisory board 
directed more towards consensus than conflict? How is this reflected in the voting? 
Consensus on the supervisory board is often the price that has to be paid for secur-
ing advantageous solutions for the employees which were worked out in the run-up 
to the meeting. 

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? Have you ever been 
tempted to whistleblow? 

On the one hand, the issue of confidentiality is dealt with clearly and unambigu-
ously in German law: secrets may not be divulged if that would do the company 
real harm. However, there is some room for personal discretion. I can see that this 
question leads to uncertainty among our colleagues from other countries, who now 
in the SE have to engage in codetermination with us. 

Do you receive any specific compensation for your activities on the supervisory 
board? How do you deal with that?

Employee representatives on the supervisory board receive a director’s fee, the 
amount of which is laid down by the General Meeting. We take our cue from the 
DGB’s resolution on payments and the corresponding regulations of IG Metall and 
pay our fees to the Hans-Böckler-Stiftung. We shall now follow this approach to-
gether with our non-German colleagues on the supervisory board, too. We are joint-
ly looking for ways in which their fees can benefit from more favourable terms with 
regard to tax so that the highest possible amount remains for the Hans-Böckler-
Stiftung and, as a consequence of the ETUC resolution, for use at European level.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company?

Since 2001 I have been chair of the local works council; I am also chair of the com-
pany works council and chair of MAN Diesel SE works council.

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest or 
other difficulties?
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I see no conflicts of interest – other than with myself: interest representation takes up 
so much of my time that I barely have time to spare for my own leisure time interests.
 
Do you ever feel you know more about the company than those who you come into
 contact with on the management side? If so, how do you cope?

Yes, it can happen that, in fact, I know more than the management about the details 
related to a company decision. How I deal with it is a question of the basis of trust 
I have built up.

What is your relationship with the European works council?

My relationship with the European works council is excellent – I am its chair. With 
the SE we have put our Euroforum at MAN Diesel on a new footing. There are now 
representatives from Germany, Denmark, France, Czech Republic and Greece (for 
establishments where there is no production). In addition, I am a member of the SE 
works council of the affiliate MAN SE.

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement?

I am a member of IG Metall representative assembly and actively involved in the 
local IG Metall administrative office. Apart from that, I also serve as a lay labour 
court judge.

How does your position on the supervisory board influence trade union strategies 
towards the company (since you know the ‘real’ position of the company)?

I bring to bear my observations and experiences concerning where things are going 
in the enterprise in terms of social policy and try, in the trade union, together with 
others, to work out our collective position and strategy in order to influence social 
policy outside the company, for example, on early retirement. This supports me in 
my activities as interest representative in the company, to influence company policy 
accordingly. In addition, trade union policy gets a solid basis from our inclusion.

Do you feel particularly concerned not to act to the detriment of the company?

My starting point is always the interests of the employees. As long as the company’s 
behaviour is morally acceptable in this respect, I feel obliged to help avoid harm to 
the company.

Do you ever experience conflicts of interest between your different roles? 
If so, how do you cope?

From the particular local view or perspective of the subgroup these days, group 
decisions are not always understandable in individual cases. In that case, once 
in a while, conflicts of aims can arise from my role at different decision-making 
levels.
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How is your position within the union affected by being a board member?

Sometimes I feel personally affected when what goes on in the supervisory board 
bears out my point of view as a trade unionist. 

Overall… and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret?

The supervisory board, although also very important in general terms, is a platform 
which we can use to help safeguard the position of the employees in the event of 
changes in the company. Certainly, we cannot always prevent decisions which have 
basically negative consequences for employees and jobs.

Recent examples, as far as I’m concerned, include the spin-off of Manroland or 
Ferrostaal from our group. On the other hand, as already mentioned, we were able 
to get something for our younger colleagues in particular with regard to company 
pensions. For once we were able to reverse the usual pattern: it wasn’t the older 
workers, who have been at the company for a long time, who were covered; rather 
agreement could be reached on new security for younger workers. I’m particularly 
proud of that. 

What are the greatest constraints on your work as a member of the supervisory 
board? 

I feel the greatest constraint when, in the inter-
est of the company, we have to make concessions 
to the requirements of the capital market, which 
mainly fall on the shoulders of the employees. 
This constraint has become stronger over recent 
years and has narrowed our room for manoeuvre. 

Looking to the future, has the issue of climate change ever been discussed at board 
level in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its environmental 
impact?

Yes, of course, this issue has become important for an industrial company like 
ours. It is not that we jumped into the driver’s seat in order to green industrial 
production. But a lot of investment in research and development has been car-
ried out so we can meet external legal thresholds for pollution (like EURO norms 
or, in truck industries TIR norms) for diesel engines. For us it is very important 
that legal thresholds are enforced worldwide. Only this helps us to keep our good 
competitive position.

Stimulated mainly by the chance to reduce costs, the organization of workflow and 
recycling processes has also been improved to save energy consumption. MAN SE 
continuously discloses information about efforts on sustainability on their official 
website. 

‘I feel the greatest 
constraint when we have 
to make concessions to 
the requirements of the 
capital market.’
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How do you think your role might change, given the current global financial crisis?

Our decision-making for the sake of good jobs with good wages is not becoming 
easier – we will have to demand sustainability in the interests of the employees 
even more intensively. Unfortunately, our positive contribution as works councils 
and trade unions, which we also make in the interest of social cohesion, is not suf-
ficiently acknowledged or appreciated by the public. 

How do you assess the balance of advantages/disadvantages of being a supervisory
 board member as an employee representative?

I have had a fair amount of experience of what it means to practise codetermina-
tion in the supervisory board of an SE with colleagues from other countries. That 
increases our ability to understand developments in other countries very directly 
and to be able to take action on a transnational basis. 

We are also there to ensure that social commitments made by the company are kept 
and can be monitored and controlled at the workplace.

The strength of our position in the company ulti-
mately consists in the fact that, after a sometimes 
lengthy decision-making process, a decision is 
reached which will endure and for which we em-

ployee representatives share the responsibility. The enterprise can rely on us and 
would do itself serious damages if it were to call this trust into question. 

‘The enterprise can rely 
on us.’ 
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Nationality: German
Date of birth: 1968
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): GfK SE
Sector: Consumer research
Location of Headquarters: Nuremberg, Germany
Size of the company: GfK Group sales in 2008: ∑1,220.4 million (2008 Annual Report)
Number of employees: Worldwide, GfK has a little more than 10,000 employees, of whom about 6,000 
are in Europe and just under 2,000 in Germany
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: About 100 worldwide
Date of joining company: 1993
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Senior research assistant (certified translator)
Name of union: ver.di (trade union for the private and public service sector)
Date elected to board: 2005
Number of employees represented: ‘It depends on how you see yourself, because I used to be a repre-
sentative only for Germany (just under 2,000 employees) before we turned into the SE. Now, I consider 
myself a representative for at least Europe (6,800) employees, but it could also be worldwide. It’s a bit 
difficult as we are so international.’
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Full-time member of 
the works council in Germany since 2006, and vice-chairperson of the SE works council since 2009

Sandra Hofstetter (consumer research 
services) – ‘You get a completely 
different perspective on your company’9

9  The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 1 July 2009 (in English). 
10  The court has since confirmed the fourth seat for employee representatives; the company’s Annual General 

Meeting ratified this at its meeting in May 2010.

Operation of the board

How many board members are there? How many are employee representatives?

At present, there are nine board members, but I need to explain some background 
here. Due to the SE agreement, we have ten members, because we shall have another 
employee representative on the board, but first we have to go to the court of law to 
ensure that this is legal, that is, to have ten instead of nine. So it’s a bit complicated. 
That’s why, at present, we have nine members of the board, three of whom are em-
ployee representatives, and six are shareholder representatives. We hope this issue 
will be resolved by May 2010.10 If so, we shall then have another employee represent-
ative, bringing us up to four altogether, with six from the shareholder side.

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?
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It is first of all the supervision of the management board, and then its control, and 
also discussion and consultation – like giving advice on company strategy. Then, we 
also, very importantly, check and approve the balance sheet, the financial figures of 
the company, and the acquisition of new companies.

What are your own legal responsibilities on the board within your position?

The employee representatives have the same rights and duties as the shareholder 
representatives.

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders?

No. We are independent, so as soon as you are elected – well, usually either by 
the workforce in Germany or, in our case now, by the SE works council – you are 
elected and they cannot oppose. 

How often does the supervisory board meet?

Six times a year.

What committees and sub-committees does the board have? Which ones do you 
belong to?

There is an audit committee, a human resources (HR) committee and the presidial 
[steering] committee, and then there’s a nomination committee, but this is made 
up only of shareholder representatives as it determines the shareholder representa-
tives on the board, so it has nothing to do with the employees or the employee side. 
I am not myself a member of any of these committees, but on each there’s an em-
ployee representative involved. 

How soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation?

Too late, I’d say! I don’t know if there’s any board which gets it on time. But usually, 
if we have, let’s say, a meeting on Wednesday, then you get the papers maybe on the 
Friday before, at best. Sometimes it’s even Monday. It’s very late, so this is a prob-
lem, because then you have to work through a lot of papers during the weekend, 
and sometimes it’s very difficult to prepare for the meetings because there’s hardly 
any time to discuss all that with the other employee representatives and, at least in 
my case, we can never involve an expert of any kind because time is just too short.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in the company? What motivated you?
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I was already a member of the German works council, so I had some more insight 
into the company, and I was approached by my fellow works council colleagues if 
I wanted to go for this position. I found it very interesting because they picked me 
for my language skills. I was also chairing the economic committee of the German 
works council, so I had a better understanding of the economic figures and situation 
of the company, and that was another reason for approaching me. I was really hon-
oured because I think it’s a very important function, as you get so much first hand 
information before anybody else gets it, and you can actually discuss the strategy 
of the company – where they’re heading. You get to see all the figures, all the little 
details. You are involved in buying new companies and things like that. So that was 
really what motivated me, and I also wanted to be better prepared for my work here 
as a works council member, because of the information I get as a board member. 
And you can share the viewpoint of the employees on economic decisions with the 
shareholder representatives.

How were you selected or elected to the board? What was the procedure?

In Germany all the employees elect you. So there’s an election, and the candidates 
with the most votes get elected to the board. Right now, the representatives are 
elected by the SE works council.

One thing I must just clear up, GfK is an SE now. When did it become an SE?

Well, actually, the constitutive meeting for the works council was this year [2009], 
and it was established as an SE in February 2009. So it’s brand new. That’s why I 
still switch back and forth between Germany and Europe, because right now the 
election process is completely different. The German works council nominates the 
candidates for the SE works council, and the SE works council distributes the su-
pervisory board seats. Seats are assigned to the countries, and then the delegates of 
these countries will get the seats. So there’s a kind of old system and a new system.

And you were elected obviously under the old system?

For the supervisory board, yes, and this year [2009], I was confirmed again accord-
ing to the new system. But to make things even more complicated, I’m the person 
who is actually, right now, holding this fourth seat, because we wanted to have a 
European component in there. That’s why we have only three employee representa-
tives on the board now. So, one is my colleague from Germany, who is currently the 
chairperson of the SE works council; one is a colleague from the UK; and one is a 
colleague from the Netherlands, because we wanted to have a European employee 
panel, so to speak. I’m the one on this unlucky, or unfortunate, fourth seat, so I have 
to wait for the court to decide. 

So it’s very complicated – I’m sorry about that! But I was on the board between 
2005 and last December [2008], so I have some experience on the board anyway as 
I served for several years.

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company? For example,
the reaction of colleagues?
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I think that your colleagues first of all go, like, ‘ooh wow, this is an important func-
tion you have now’. And from the management side, I think you get more respect 
because you are on the board, and you are eye level with them. But actually it’s not 
that important as the power behind it is less than what it actually seems to be.

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal and private life?

No, not really, except that before the meetings you have to spend a weekend read-
ing through all the material, and it would be nice if you had more time or, on some 
of the things, if you could confer with an expert, or at least talk in-depth with your 
fellow employee colleagues on the board. That would make things easier, but so far, 
with GfK, the situation was always a situation of growth. The company has done 
nothing but grow all the time. It’s the first time, at the end of 2008, that we’ve ever 
headed into a crisis, and the figures are no longer so splendid, so I think that in 
2009 things will change.

Skills/ training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

Regarding the language skills, by profession, I’m a translator. I studied languages, 
English and Spanish, so that came before my actual GfK career. Apart from that, 
I did some training in economics and things like that, to prepare myself also for 
chairing the economic committee of the GfK works council here. Then, I also did 
some other training, like how to conduct discussions and negotiations, and things 
like that. And then of course, I have been working for GfK for 15 years now, and 
across several departments, so I had quite a good perspective of the company as a 
whole. Moreover, I have been a member of the German works council for almost 
eight years now and you get plenty of experience from this job.

What special skills have you brought to your role?

I can read a balance sheet, which is important. I have an open mind. I’m a very ana-
lytical person, so I can assess problems and strategic decisions quite easily. I think 
it’s important that you have an analytical mind and are not driven by emotions first. 
You should also have a clear understanding that you serve on this board for the 
wellbeing of the company and for the wellbeing of the employees.

How do you prepare before meetings? How and where do you seek advice? 

We have a preparatory meeting among fellow board-level employee representatives, 
where we discuss the presentations and information that we are given, and if needs 
be, we also put questions again to the chief executive officer (CEO) if we had any prob-
lems understanding anything. One of the fellow board members from the employee 
side is deeply involved with ver.di, so we get help from this line as well if we need it.

From outside experts? If so, from whom?
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No, not so far.

Have you ever received any special training from your union? 

No, not for this position.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? How do you generally get on with the other members of the 
supervisory board?

Well, the atmosphere is really very relaxed – at least, it has been so far. I don’t know 
if it will change in the current crisis because we might have more conflicts of interest 
now of course, but before, when everything was going so well, I think the majority of 
the decisions were taken unanimously. I mean, there’s a discussion, and of course 
they ask for our insight, which is also valuable for them, as the shareholders don’t 
have a deep insight into what is really moving the people here at GfK, what really 
drives them, what encourages them, and what the situation is like in the company. 
That was really valuable information that we could share with them, and they ex-
plicitly asked for our opinions and respected them. So what you said was really ap-
preciated and considered. We really get along well. 

The only conflict of interest was when the SE was established, because of course 
we employee representatives were against the fact that they froze our number 
since, in terms of the actual size of the company in Germany, we came close to 
2,000 employees meaning that you then have parity on the supervisory board 
and get an equal number of employees representatives and shareholders on the 
board.

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board?

That’s a difficult question to answer, actually. So far, I’d say it hasn’t, because we 
have never really differed. Last year, we had discussions about a merger. Then, of 
course our opinion was really valuable and sought after, but there was no real disa-
greement as we never had to take an actual decision since the merger was called off.

To what extent do you collaborate with the other board-level employee 
representatives? To what extent does the pre-meeting imply that you have a view 
that may be rather different from that of the shareholder representatives?

In the past, it has never been that way, except for the merger. Usually, we agree on 
the board because as the company has always grown, we have never had any dif-
ficult economic situations to deal with. But now, I think it might be more important 
to act as a team together because there may be more conflicts of interest. I am sure 
that in coming meetings the shareholder side will definitely demand cost reduc-
tions, which, of course, in our people-based business, means possibly redundan-
cies, which cannot be in our interest. So, we would then take an opposite view. So 
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I imagine that things will become more difficult. But also, on the other hand, the 
shareholders always make an effort to have unanimous decisions. 

Can you give some examples where that’s happened?

With the SE, for example, they said that we could not have equal numbers, but they 
agreed that we could have a fourth representative on the board, so this suggestion 
actually came from the shareholders’ side, which was sort of a compromise. I mean, 
it’s not really that satisfactory because we would have preferred to have six to four, 
but if that’s not possible, or an equal number, at least we have this compromise.

You mentioned earlier on a merger – could you say a little bit more about that?

They wanted us to merge with another market research company to become the 
number two in the world, but we feared that some departments would be dupli-
cated, doing the same jobs as what do here, and we feared that our people would 
be made redundant because of that. The shareholders at first thought it was a good 
idea, because if you’re number two you have more profit and gain more margin and 
things like that. But, during the discussions, it turned out that it might not be the 
best idea for GfK because the two companies were so identical in what they offered. 
So finally it was decided not to go through with it. It was the first time that – as far 
as I know – we had a split supervisory board, in that some of the shareholders even 
voted together with us, with the employee side, so that was really amazing. That 
was very interesting! So we had a tie there, and that’s why they said, okay, we have 
to think about it again, but then new figures turned up, and it became clear that we 
couldn’t finance it anyway.

So, in other words, you delayed the decision, and then economic circumstances 
caught up with you, as it were, which added reasons not to go ahead anyway.

Yes. And we also teamed up with the major shareholder in GfK, the GfK Verein 
[the GfK Association], which holds 60 per cent of GfK – another peculiar fact 
about GfK. This Association is made up of several clients of GfK, and former GfK 
management people who have retired. Their intention is not to make profit with 
the shares, but just to have a say in the company and to make sure that it is pro-
tected and will continue to exist in the market. So we also teamed up with this 
Association against the management board in the merger. That was another very 
interesting fact. Several members of the shareholders who are on the supervisory 
board were also members of the Association, so it was very difficult for them to 
make a decision.

Do you feel similar to the other members of the board or different from them? 
For example in relation to views on company strategy, investments, employment, 
long/ short-term interests?

Most of the time, I think we agree, but if the interests of the employees are con-
cerned, it’s also very difficult because, as a board member, your priority is to safe-
guard the company, but then, you are also an employee representative, so you also 
have to safeguard the interests of the employees, which might sometimes run con-
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trary. So far, we’ve never had that, except for the merger, where we said we will run 
into problems with the employees because they will be made redundant or because 
there will be structural changes. But that was the only time. So far, where acquisi-
tions of new companies have been concerned, or – for example – things like the 
company figures, the balance sheet and strategy, we’ve always agreed because we’ve 
seen the company the same way as the shareholder side.

Do you ever feel in a minority? If so, what strategies and alliances do you adopt?

Actually, we’ve never felt much in a minority. We’ve never had that feeling, because 
they’ve always tried to have a harmonious board and not to have the shareholders’ 
side and the employees’ side. I don’t think the shareholder side sees us as a minority.

Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated, for example,
 in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers?

I think the thing is that they want us to agree with them, as then afterwards we can’t 
put the blame on them because we had a unanimous decision – we were in the same 
boat with them, so there’s no way for us afterwards to say ‘We didn’t want it, but 
they did want it.’ That’s why. Actually, so far, we’ve never been in the position where 
we had to explain unpopular decisions to the employees.

In relation to access to information, have you ever had to insist on answers to 
questions?

There was some information that we definitely required about the merger, but the 
shareholders had the same problem. They were also lacking information. But then 
when we were discussing the construction of a new building here in Nuremberg, 
we didn’t have all the information we wanted. That was another example where the 
employee side provided the information which in the end convinced the sharehold-
ers to vote against it, too, because they wanted to build a high tower, and we said it 
doesn’t make sense, so the strategy was dropped, and now we rent new office space 
instead of erecting a new building.

Again, that’s a very interesting example of a real change in position.

That’s because when the shareholders asked us what we felt about the plan, we told 
them it’s a lot of money, and we can’t really see the benefits. Then they said, yes, 
they agreed, and then it was decided to cancel the plans.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information?

That’s sometimes a problem in my role here as an employee representative and as 
a works council member, because you sometimes cannot share information – you 
get it first-hand, and there are rumours in the company, but you can’t do anything 
to dispel them. Even though you have the information, you can’t pass it on because 
of confidentiality and secrecy. That is sometimes a conflict.

So how do you deal with that?
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Well, in most cases, we go back to management and ask them what kind of informa-
tion we can pass on. And in works council meetings, we try to tell them in a certain 
way without really telling them. We say, you have to trust us because we have more 
information than you have, and it is likely to go in this or that direction. That’s how 
you deal with it, but it’s sometimes not very satisfactory, I must say.

Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow?

No, never. We have now established an external contact you can turn to if some-
thing like that comes up.

What happens to your pay as member of the supervisory board? Has pay ever 
created awkwardness with colleagues or others?

No, because we don’t keep the remuneration we get from the supervisory board. 
All the employee representatives pass it on to union foundations. Mine goes to the 
Hans-Böckler-Stiftung in Germany. The new European colleagues on the board 
have all signed an agreement to pass their pay to the ETUI in Brussels. So there’s 
no problem, because if you don’t keep the money, you’re not doing it for the money.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other workplace representative bodies within the 
company? You said that you’re a full-time member of the works council and vice-
chair of the SE works council. Does your membership of these bodies ever present 
conflicts of interest with your role on the supervisory board?

To some extent, because if you are a member of the German works council, you are 
prone to over-protect the interests of your German employees, but if you serve on 
the board, you are there for all the employees, or even the whole company. So this 
might present a conflict of interest, and you really have to think before you make a 
decision or agree on something what the effects are likely to be on your workforce 
and the workforce in general.

Can you expand on this idea of ‘overprotection’?

Yes. That was before we had the works council at the European level, I must say. We 
had a company in Great Britain which wasn’t doing very well, and it was decided to 
close it. We just said, okay, fine, and had a unanimous vote, so we didn’t do anything 
to protect the rights of the British employees in this case. This was because we had 
just the German people in mind. In retrospect, having now an SE-works council, 
this should never have happened, because it would have been our job to look at the 
other side too and at least make sure that the closure took into account the interests 
of the people working there.

Pursuing that a little bit, are there any conflicts in your role as vice-chair of the SE-
works council and your role on the supervisory board of the company? Is conflict less 
likely because the works council at the European level obviously has a broader role?
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So far, it is not, but I can imagine that it will be in the future. If we have to decide, 
for example, to relocate people or close subsidiaries while others still exist, I can 
imagine that there will be problems in the future. What I learned during this whole 
transposition process, turning the German AG into the European Company, and 
making contact with all the European colleagues, is that we really need to have a 
European point of view, or even a global point of view, when it comes to the com-
pany and the interests of its employees, so that it’s not just the Germans. Of course, 
I’m German, so it’s really very difficult, but Germans are only a part of the company, 
and they are as important as the French, Italians, Spanish or Swedish. So you really 
get a broader perspective and more of a European view on things, and you have to 
think more in a European than in a German way. This makes it even more difficult, 
as you no longer have to think only about your German people, but also of the peo-
ple in other countries, what effects something will have on them.

Do you ever feel you know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with?

Oh yes, definitely. Sometimes they even come to us, and ask explicitly what kind of 
feeling we have about this or that, or, sometimes, it gives you an advantage in nego-
tiations, as you know more about what the employees are thinking and what drives 
them... It also helps you to know that the people are behind you, and even though 
management feels it’s different, you know it’s not the case.

Links with the trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement? How does your 
position on the supervisory board influence trade union strategies towards the 
company? Given that you know the ‘real position’ of the company.

So far, we’ve never had any conflicts of interest. GfK is a company with about 2,000 
people in Germany, but only very few of them are union members, so the union is 
very weak in this company. 

Do you have any input into collective bargaining, when it comes to pay?

No. We always wanted to, as a matter of fact. We always wanted to have that, but the 
management side didn’t. We have, so to speak, an agreement, which is legally void, 
but that’s how we have negotiated wages between the works council and the man-
agement. Management has always kept to their end of the deal. They have never 
violated the agreement. The relationship with the trade union is weak – there are 
so few members organised that you can’t say, ‘Okay, if you don’t pay us any more, 
tomorrow we’ll demonstrate outside the company’, because if you have only few 
people out there, management will laugh and say, ‘Okay, go on – no problem!’

How is your position within the union affected by being a supervisory board 
member? For example, have you ever found that at higher levels of the union, 
people in your position are generally well considered and valued, but at the lower 
levels, sometimes your role isn’t understood very well?
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No, not at all.

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud of? 

Definitely that we prevented the merger and have established an SE-works council.

And what do you most regret?

Let me think... Maybe that we didn’t think more about those poor people in the UK 
when we decided to sell the company.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity?

I think the confidentiality – that you have to keep things confidential, that you can’t 
always share information with the works council, and when you are informed of-
ficially, it might already be too late to act. As I said before you have no real power to 
prevent or stop things.

You mentioned earlier the question of the financial crisis, and I’ll just draw you 
back to that. Looking to the future, how has your role changed/ how do you think 
your role might change given the current global financial crisis?

I think it might become more difficult, because it will certainly call for the employ-
ee representatives to team up more, also to take a stand against the shareholders 
if needs be, because before, that was not necessary, but now, if we are discussing 
things like cutting costs, I think we definitely have to point out more what we feel is 
right for this company, and that might sometimes contradict what the shareholders 
think is right. For example, the shareholders will continue to say you have to cut 
costs to keep the margin up. We say you must retain the people, because this is a 
people-based company, and we shall need all their competence and professionalism 
after the crisis to be there in the markets and start business again. So we should live 
through the crisis, but do everything possible to retain the people.

Still looking to the future, has the issue of climate change ever been discussed 
at board level in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its 
environmental impact?

No, that question has never come up yet.

How do you assess the balance of advantage/ disadvantage in being a board 
member?

I think it’s positive, because from what I contribute to the board, shareholders get 
an understanding of what people feel, of what motivates people, of what people 
think about certain things, of what is still missing in the company and what should 
be done about certain things. I think you really have no power to stop things or to 
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change things, but if you tell the shareholders they understand it better and some-
times maybe if they think twice about a decision, then that’s okay.

Do you have anything else by way of background or final comment?

What I like about my role is that you get a com-
pletely different perspective on your company, 
that you sometimes begin to see things different-
ly, in a different light, and also from a different 
angle, which is very interesting. Also, the conver-

sations that we have with the shareholders, at the dinner table or during the breaks, 
that is also very enriching and personal, not as an employee of GfK, but in the sense 
that you learn about management and how they assess economic situations and 
other companies. That’s very interesting and also quite valuable for me as a person. 
Also, now with the situation with the European colleagues, and the employee rep-
resentatives there, you get a completely new insight into the company and different 
cultures - you learn more about European cultures and all that.

‘You get a completely new 
insight into the company 
and different cultures.’ 
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Nationality: German
Date of birth: 1955
Name of company: BASF SE
Sector: Chemical industry
Location of Headquarters: Ludwigshafen, Germany
Size of the company: BASF worldwide sales: ∑50.7 billion, of which ∑7.5 billion from chemicals (2009)
Number of employees: Over 100,000 worldwide, of whom 62,000 are in Europe: 47,000 in Germany, 
of whom 33,000 are at BASF SE (2008)
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: All over the world
Date of joining the company: 1971
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Trainee
Name of union: IG BCE (Industriegewerkschaft Bergbau, Chemie, Energie, Mining, Chemical and En-
ergy Industrial Union)
Date elected to supervisory board: 2001
Number of employees represented: ‘As vice chairman of the SE supervisory board and chairman of 
the European works council, I feel that I represent all the company’s employees, more than 100,000 
worldwide.’ 
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): chairman of the local 
works council; chairman of the group works council in Germany; chairman of ‘BASF Europa Betriebsrat’; 
member of the regional district IG BCE board; member of IG BCE advisory board; member of IG BCE 
national collective bargaining committee
Other important background information: ‘BASF has been a European company (SE) since January 
2008. I am now a member of the SE supervisory board, together with two other works council col-
leagues from Germany, a works council member from Antwerp, Belgium, and two full-time trade union 
representatives from Germany (IG BCE).’

Robert Oswald (chemical industry) – 
‘A knowledge-driven company needs 
a corporate culture which promotes 
employee  participation’11

11  The interview was conducted by Norbert Kluge on 14 May 2009 and translated from the German by James 
Patterson.

90

EBLR book.indd   90 21/10/10   18:45



91

Operation of the board

How many members are there on the supervisory board? How many of them are 
employee representatives?

The supervisory board has twelve members. There is equal representation on the 
supervisory board. Six members, therefore, are employee representatives.

What are the legal responsibilities of the supervisory board? What are your own 
legal responsibilities within your position?

The supervisory board oversees the management board. It evaluates the company’s 
strategic actions and, if necessary, influences how they are shaped. The employee 
representatives on the supervisory board of BASF SE have the same rights and du-
ties as the shareholders’ representatives.

In an SE, the participation of the employees on the supervisory board is regulated 
by an agreement which, in accordance with Directive 2001/86 (SE directive), was 
necessary before the SE could be registered in the business register. 

Do employee representatives on the supervisory board have to be confirmed by the
 Annual General Meeting of shareholders? Or are they entirely independent?

According to the SE agreement, the employee representatives on the SE supervisory 
board are appointed by the BASF European works council (Europa Betriebsrat). 
The general meeting has no influence over this. 

How often does the supervisory board meet?

At least five times a year.

Does the supervisory board have committees? Which ones do you belong to?

Equal representation on the committees of the SE supervisory board is laid down 
in the SE agreement. I belong to the personnel committee; another committee in 
which the employees are represented is the audit committee. Apart from that, I was 
elected as one of the two deputy chairs of the supervisory board. This position is also 
laid down for employee representatives in the SE agreement.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers/ documentation?

It varies, but always in good time.
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Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a 
board-level employee representative in this company? How were you elected or 
appointed to the supervisory board?

I was elected by the German group works council, and confirmed and appointed by 
the ‘BASF Europa Betriebsrat’.

What were your personal motives in seeking election?

I wanted to organise and shape things rather than be organised and shaped. 

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company?

The changes have been so significant that I’ve come to imagine that boredom might 
be something desirable and attractive. 

Skills and training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I’m qualified as a chemical laboratory technician.

What special skills have you brought to your role on the supervisory board? 

Long-standing knowledge of BASF and its structures.

How do you prepare for meetings of the supervisory board?

Preliminary group discussions with other employee representatives and, natu-
rally, careful reading of the relevant documents. Also important is the network 
of interest representatives, which serves as an early warning system – one gets 
a feel for what is in the air. In this way we are able to anticipate what is coming 
and avoid being put on the back foot and forced to react only defensively to the 
company’s proposals.

How and where do you seek advice? Do you receive help from external experts? 
If so, from whom?

Because of BASF SE’s German origins, we are in the comfortable position of hav-
ing our trade union colleagues sitting on the supervisory board as direct employee 
representatives. That gives us the possibility of drawing directly on the advice of 
trade union experts.
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Due to the fact that, in accordance with our SE agreement, the general secretary 
of the European federation of my trade union, the European Mine, Chemical and 
Energy Workers’ Federation (EMCEF) can participate in all meetings of the SE Eu-
ropean works council and its select committee, I am also informed about everything 
that happens with regard to Europe-wide policy and am involved in debates at Eu-
ropean level which are relevant to us. I might mention, for example, the European 
sectoral dialogue on the chemical industry or European chemicals policy (REACH) 
or the trade regime concerning emissions certificates.

The European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) of the European Trade Union Confed-
eration (ETUC) also backs us up with both advice and practical assistance, when 
we need it. For example, we were able to draw on the Institute’s expertise during 
our negotiations on participation in the SE and with regard to further training for 
members of the ‘BASF Europa Betriebsrat’ . 

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union?

As works council members we participate regularly in further trade union training 
for employee representatives on supervisory boards.

With regard to specialised issues, such as international accounting legislation or 
the latest developments in national and European company law, as well as the topic 
of corporate social responsibility we can always turn to the Hans-Böckler-Stiftung 
[body related to the Confederation of German Trade Unions (Deutsche Gewerk-
schaftsbund, DGB) dealing with workers’ participation, research and so on].

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? How do you generally get on with the shareholders’ 
representatives? 

Relations with shareholders’ representatives on the supervisory board are busi-
nesslike, professional and generally good. 

Do you feel similar to them or different from them? What kinds of differences 
have you noticed between yourselves? 

As employee representatives we have the big 
advantage, in contrast to the shareholders’ rep-
resentatives, in that we know the structures and 
culture of the company intimately. We know 
about the products and product lines we are talk-

ing about because we have workplace activists everywhere. If anyone knows this 
company, it’s us. This enables us to ask just the right questions at the highest level, 
on the supervisory board. When the future of the company is being discussed there, 
inevitably the issues are of the most direct concern to us as employees. The share-
holders’ representatives are perfectly aware of that.

‘If anyone knows this 
company, it’s us.’ 
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BASF is number one in the chemical industry because we have always kept in view 
the interests of the company as a whole. To take an example, at the beginning of the 
decade, the question was whether it should be chemicals or pharmaceuticals. We 
employee representatives on the supervisory board also thought it made sense for 
BASF to hive off its pharmaceuticals business. We were the ones who warned of the 
euphoric expectations related to life sciences. Life sciences were very much ‘in’, but 
the expected research synergies failed to materialise. How can top managers from 
other branches sitting on the supervisory board as the representatives of the share-
holders properly assess such matters?

How does your role as a representative influence your behaviour on the 
supervisory board?

We try to ensure that the pressure of expectations with regard to returns on capital, 
frequently exerted by Anglo-Saxon investors, does not become the sole compass 
of company policy. Companies which do not operate in a sustainable fashion will 
sooner or later lose their competitive basis. Therefore, as employees, we call the 
company to account on this point. 

Do you feel similar to other members of the board or different from them? 
For example, do you share views on company strategy, investments, employment 
and long-term orientation as opposed to rapid gains and short-term dividends? 

In principle, I see no differences with regard to how the company should develop. 
BASF has always exploited its development potential and will continue to do so, in 
Germany, Europe and throughout the world. That will not come to grief as a result 
of workers’ participation or because of us. 

The bulk of BASF’s share capital is now in foreign hands. That shows that partici-
pation is certainly no obstacle to investment at BASF. BASF is world number one 
among chemical companies because it has positioned itself strongly on internation-
al markets. That says a lot about the development potential of our ‘codetermined’ 
company. 

Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated, for example, 
in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers?

No.

Do you ever feel in a minority in the supervisory board? How does the fact that 
you can never form a majority by formal voting influence your options? Does it 
mean that you sometimes have to insist that your questions are answered? 
With whom are you able to form alliances in the supervisory board? Can you give 
examples? 

We operate on an equal footing. That is our daily experience. 

To what extent are consultations and decision-making on the supervisory board 
directed more towards consensus than conflict? How is this reflected in the voting?
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Our consultations are business-like – critical, but also consensus-oriented. 

How do you deal with the issue of confidentiality? Have you ever been tempted to 
‘whistleblow’ in the interests of your company? 

Of course, one always has to treat confidential information obtained on the super-
visory board professionally and with care. But the company management would be 
unwise to try to play us off against one another in this way. It is a matter of company 
culture whether there is mutual trust or not. 

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues or with others?

As members of the highest management body of BASF SE, we play a decisive role in 
the company. We are on an equal footing with the shareholders’ representatives in 
that respect. Since we perform the same tasks and have the same rights and duties, 
it is only right that we also receive the same compensation for our work. You have 
to take into consideration the fact that a mandate to the supervisory board does 
not give you any kind of special status in normal life. You have to do it alongside 
your everyday work. I regard codetermination as a bit of applied democracy in the 
economy. It’s not always a question of material reward.

However, since we exercise our mandate as employee representatives on the super-
visory board as an elected office and not as a personal mandate, from the beginning 
of our term of office we comply with the rules laid down by the German trade un-
ions in the DGB as long ago as 1976, with the coming into force of the law on equal 
codetermination. We pass on most of our supervisory board remuneration to the 
Hans-Böckler-Stiftung, which uses it to organise every conceivable kind of support 
that we might need – it’s a kind of solidarity pact. 

We are happy that now, in the wake of the SE, the European trade unions have 
agreed on a similar model. Today, we exercise a ‘European mandate’ on the super-
visory board. Everyone should benefit from any support which can be funded by 
passing on our remuneration. Therefore, everyone has to pay, even non-German 
employee representatives on SE supervisory boards. In our case, our foreign em-
ployee representatives agreed without hesitation to the European rule on passing 
on remuneration. 

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 
Are you also member of a works council?

Since 2003 I have combined the roles of chair of the local works council, chair of the 
group works council and chair of the ‘BASF Europa Betriebsrat’.

I am in a prominent position at all levels of interest representation at BASF – at 
local level, at group level in Germany, and at European level. I would describe our 
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cooperation in the works councils and also with the trade unions as close and pro-
ductive. That also applies increasingly to relations in Europe.

Our efforts to organise a global social dialogue are also very important for us. In the 
meantime, in BASF establishments in Asia there are accepted and elected employee 
representatives, even where there is no legal basis under national law. In Korea, 
where previously it was not usual for management and workforce to communicate 
with one another, both sides have confirmed to us that there has been a consider-
able easing of tension, to the benefit of both sides. The Asian network is therefore 
taking shape. In Brazil, too, we make sure that the management operates on the 
basis of our values which are valid worldwide. Earlier on there was a high degree 
of freedom for the management to go its own way on this point. It remains difficult 
to develop properly functioning employee-employer relations in the USA. In this 
respect, it is still a developing country.

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest or 
other difficulties? What is your relationship with the European works council?

No. Our focus has long reached far beyond Germany. We have buttressed the com-
pany’s global development on the social side. Long before we became an SE, we had 
our Euro-dialogue, within the framework of which we discussed the effects of pro-
grammes to boost productivity in many of our production sites in other countries, 
outside Germany. Today, our European corporate structure virtually compels us 
to think and act together. We are there for every BASF workforce in Europe. I am 
happy that, with our exemplary SE agreement, we have been able to provide them 
with the tools for stronger European employee representation.

Do you ever feel that, due to your activities as employee representative, you know 
more about the company than those who you come into contact with on the 
management side? If so, how do you cope? 

Certainly, we are well informed about the company because, as leading representa-
tives of the employees on the supervisory board, as well as in discussions between the 
works council and the management, we encounter the other side on an equal footing. 

In fact, we have often noticed that managers at lower, local levels, particularly in 
other countries, are often clearly less informed by top management. This can re-
sult in an asymmetry of information that leads to unnecessary friction. We do our 
best, on both sides, to improve this situation, particularly in relation to information 
about Europe, ‘downstream’ in other countries and establishments. 

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement?

With respect to trade union functions, I am a member of the regional district board, 
member of the advisory board, and member of the national collective bargaining 
committee of the trade union (Bundestarifkommission).
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How does your position on the supervisory board influence trade union strategies 
towards the company, since you know the ‘real’ position of the company?

I take part in trade union discussions, also in my own interest, for example, on the 
preservation and further development of industrial locations, such as here in Lud-
wigshafen, because in that way trade union activities have their feet firmly on the 
ground, helping us to exert influence wherever possible. 

Do you feel particularly concerned not to harm company performance?

Yes. 

Have you ever experienced conflicts of interest between your different roles?

No.

How is your position within the union affected by being a supervisory board 
member?

Naturally, the trade union debate benefits from our experiences on the supervisory 
board. 

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret?

Things have to be dealt with at an early stage – as long as one is in a position of 
power. For me, that means that the employee side has to think and act entrepre-
neurially. Because once you get on the defensive, you can no longer do anything.

I’m convinced that our participation has enhanced the quality of the decision-mak-
ing process. All the criticisms of employee representatives on the supervisory board 
which are always cropping up in the public debate, and not only in Germany, do not 
correspond to reality. We can only express our astonishment at them.

This also applies today, operating at European level on the SE supervisory board, 
which is a new experience for us. I am pleased that, at least for BASF, we can make 
participation accessible to our colleagues in countries which do not have it them-
selves. Some on the employer side perhaps hoped that we would be weakened as 
a result of the Europeanisation of employee representation at BASF. That has not 
happened – on the contrary, we have only expanded our sphere of action.

What do you see as the greatest constraints on your work as a member of the 
supervisory board?

One always has to be aware of one’s responsibility for the company and the employ-
ees.
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How do you think your role might change, given the current global financial crisis?

The crisis represents an opportunity to bring sustainable business practices more 
strongly to the fore. 

How do you assess the balance of advantages/disadvantages of being a supervisory
 board member as an employee representative?

BASF is a knowledge-driven company which lives by innovation. In order to be suc-
cessful, such a company needs a corporate culture which promotes the participation 
of the employees. It is important for a company to take the employees along with it 
for the sake of the company climate, peace in the workplace and employee accept-
ance of company strategy. This gives rise to competitive advantages.

For this reason, BASF is practically compelled not only to accept strong participa-
tion, including our representation on the supervisory board, but also to promote it. 
Furthermore, we are insistent that, with regard to sustainability, BASF’s fingerprint 
should be unmistakeable. That, in turn, requires well developed industrial relations. 
Our advantage lies in the fact that we are also able to present this viewpoint to the 
shareholders’ representatives via the supervisory board and they are obliged to an-

swer our questions about the company’s strategy, 
together with the management. The fact that the 
management must take our views into account is 
virtually built in to the company’s decision-mak-
ing process by virtue of our participation in the 
supervisory board.

If I was asked about it by a colleague from a country which does not have codeter-
mination or is sceptical towards it, I would emphasise precisely this point: we em-
ployees cannot simply be bypassed – we have a platform which enables us to table 
all our questions where it really counts and we receive answers to them. I am an 
advocate of this model of codetermination and I hope that, with our participatory 
practice in the SE, we will be able to contribute to the extension of codetermination 
in Europe. Others can be persuaded only by good practice.

‘Shareholders’ 
representatives are 
obliged to answer 
our questions in the 
supervisory board.’ 
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Nationality: German
Date of birth: 1951
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): TÜV SÜD Holding AG (Technischer Überwachungs-
verein translates as the ‘Technical Inspection Association’)
Sector: Technical services for companies
Location of Headquarters: Munich, Germany
Size of the organization: Sales: ∑1.4 billion (2008)
Number of employees: about 10,300 (2009) in Germany and about 14,000 worldwide
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: Over 600 establishments worldwide
Date of joining company: ’I am not an employee of the company, but an external trade union rep-
resentative. According to the German Codetermination Act, full-time trade union officials may also 
represent employees’ interests on the supervisory board. Consequently, I am not an employee of the 
company on whose supervisory board I sit.’
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): N/A
Name of union: ver.di (Vereinte Dienstleistungsgewerkschaft – United Services Union, affiliate of the 
Confederation of German Trade Unions, Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund, DGB) 
Date elected to board: 2005 
Number of employees represented: About 10,300 (2009) in Germany and about 14,000 worldwide
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): ‘I work full time for my 
union, ver.di. My field of work and responsibilities at ver.di include technical inspection, group supervi-
sion (group works council/general works council), collective bargaining and, if necessary, also lobbying 
policy-makers and administration.’

Dietrich Schallehn (technical inspection 
services) – ‘The German form of 
codetermination would be well worth 
extending’12

12  The interview conducted by Norbert Kluge on 14 March 2009 and translated from the German by James 
Patterson.
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Operation of the supervisory board

How many supervisory board members are there? How many of them are 
employee representatives?

There are twelve members, of whom six are employee representatives. 

What are your legal rights and duties as a supervisory board member?

According to the German Codetermination Act 1976, employee representatives on 
the supervisory board have the same rights and duties as the other members. I am 
deputy chair of the supervisory board.

Do employee representatives on the supervisory board have to be confirmed 
by the shareholders’ annual general meeting? 

No.

How often does the supervisory board meet each year?

The supervisory board meets three times a year, apart from possible extraordinary 
meetings.

What committees/ subcommittees does the supervisory board have? 

The personnel committee and the mediation committee.

Which ones do you belong to?

I belong to the personnel committee.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers/ documentation?

We receive the documents three or four weeks before the meeting.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in this company? How were you selected/ elected 
to the board? For example, were you elected or appointed by a trade union – if 
so, which?

I was appointed to the supervisory board in 2004 by court order (because I joined 
the supervisory board outside the regular election period).
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What were your personal motives in seeking election?

Being active on this supervisory board is part of my responsibility as trade union 
officer responsible for this group of employees.

What has been the impact of your election on your career in the company?

My activities on the supervisory board have had no effects on my career because 
they are part of my professional responsibilities.

Skills and training

What formal qualifications do you have? 

I have a degree in social science and economics – I am a social scientist.

What special skills have you brought to your role in the supervisory board? 

Knowledge of labour and company law, collective bargaining law/collective bar-
gaining policy, codetermination policy. Knowledge too of specific workforce con-
cerns.

How do you prepare for meetings of the supervisory board?

I keep myself constantly up to date with regard to media reports, I collect informa-
tion from general works council committees and hold private conversations with 
voluntary trade union officials in the economic sector. Preliminary discussions 
with the employee representatives at plant level are important and sometimes I put 
questions to the board. Finally, I study the documents of the meeting carefully and, 
if necessary, seek external advice (for example, at the Hans-Böckler-Stiftung, which 
is the foundation of the German DGB). 

How and where do you seek advice? 

If necessary, I seek external advice, but, more regularly, through conversations with 
employee representatives on the supervisory board.

From external experts? If so, from whom?

Yes, should the need arise, I can call on external assistance. 

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union?

I have taken advantage of various general further education opportunities provided 
by the Hans-Böckler-Stiftung. In addition, I used special training courses and spe-
cific consultancy related to my supervisory board committee. 
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Reflections on role in relation to other supervisory board 
members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with the 
representatives of the owners on the supervisory board?

In my further explanations I shall refer in particular to experiences in various merg-
ers in the economic sector, some successful, some failed, or turned down by the 
Bundeskartellamt [German Cartel Office].13

Who are the other members of the board?

The supervisory board comprises shareholder representatives and employee repre-
sentatives, which means mainly member of the works council.

How do you generally get on with them?

I would characterise our relations as neutral and cautiously reserved. 

How does your role as a representative influence your behaviour on the 
supervisory board?

Basically, I regard my activities on the supervisory board as part of my interest 
representation for the employees. I try to act consistently on the supervisory board 
because I am at the same time a ver.di official responsible for the whole economic 
sector and the particular group of companies and chief negotiator in collective bar-
gaining. Problems can arise here, for example, when, in the event of mergers, the 
employee sides of the merger partners try to develop common positions, while at 
the same time the boards try to co-opt the employee representatives into the inter-
ests of the group. 

Do you feel similar to the employer representatives on the supervisory board, 
or different from them? 

The employers’ representatives on the supervisory board look at the TÜV from a 
customer perspective – the employee side represents the employees’ interests.

How do your interests with regard to the company tend to differ from those of the 
shareholders – for example, over company strategy, investments, employment, 
and long-term orientation as opposed to rapid gains and short-term dividends? 

At the TÜV no dividends are distributed to association members. The aim is tar-
get returns in accordance with the group strategy. The employee representatives 
participate in their formulation, alongside the employer side. The employee side 
sees the TÜV rather as a company which should be concerned with qualitative aims 
rather than with making profits.

13  The responsibility of the Bundeskartellamt is to protect competition; www.bundeskartellamt.de 
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Employer representatives on the supervisory board at the TÜV do not act as share-
holders pushing their interests in obtaining a return. The employer representatives 
are representatives of important client groups. The board favours the price and 
service interests of clients as against the interests of employees. 

Do you ever feel in a minority on the supervisory board? How does the fact that 
you can never form a majority by formal voting influence your options? Does it 
mean that you sometimes have to insist that your questions are answered? 
With whom are you able to form alliances on the supervisory board? Can you give 
examples? 

I don’t feel in a minority or any kind of inferiority. Both sides try to achieve unanimity. 
As a result, generally speaking one can assume a mutual readiness to compromise. I 
consider it wrong to talk of never being able to form a majority. There have been situ-
ations in which majorities formed across the two sides were readily conceivable. So 
far, the other employee representatives have been able to rely on the representative 
of the managerial staff (a peculiarity of German 1976-style codetermination). Ques-
tions have always been answered comprehensively, so far – either at a full meeting of 
the supervisory board or in preliminary discussions between the employee side and 
the board. The question of alliances has so far not arisen (because of the fundamental 
orientation towards unanimity). Alliances are conceivable with representatives on the 
employer side who were concerned rather with the public interest (for example, the 
interests of the country in which the company has its group headquarters). 

Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated, for example, 
in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the employees?

In the case of (failed) merger attempts there have been attempts to bring me on board 
as external ver.di representative in the interests of the group. However, I always try, 
from the outset (that is, before a merger and while it is in progress) to represent the 
interests of the ‘ideal workforce as a whole’ of the future merged group – joint meet-
ings of the employee side on the supervisory boards, a joint collective bargaining 
committee for negotiating transitional rules and no secrecy between one another.

To what extent are consultations and decision-making on the supervisory board 
directed more towards consensus than conflict? How is this reflected in the voting?
As I have explained, decisions are aimed at consensus. We try to attain unanimity.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? Have you ever been 
tempted to whistleblow? 

We deal with sensitive issues on the supervisory board which have to be taken up by 
the executive management. We can oblige them to disclose on these issues.

Do you receive any specific compensation for your activities in the supervisory 
board? How do you deal with that?

We are paid ‘compensation for expenses’ – I pass this on to the Hans-Böckler-Stif-
tung.
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Links with workplace representatives

Are you also a member of the works council?

No, I am an external trade union representative.

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest or 
other difficulties?

This question does not apply to me.

Do you ever feel you know more about the company than those who you come into 
contact with on the management side? If so, how do you cope?

Even as an external representative – although also one who is acquainted with em-
ployee concerns at economic sector level, in other words, across the group – I have 
information at my disposal which the employer side does not possess. As trade un-
ion official responsible for the economic sector I can also coordinate the concerns 
of the workforce and, to that extent, exert influence – this creates a new situation 
which the management has to take into account. Conversely, the management, of 
course, tries in various ways to influence the position of the relevant trade union, 
for example, by lobbying in the committees of the works councils. 

In some cases, boards and (trade union) workforce representatives are also willing 
to coordinate joint interest representation at association level, for example, when 
legislation is being drawn up – even at the expense of clients, who are also repre-
sented on the employer side of the supervisory board!

What is your relationship with the European works council (if one exists)?

There is no European works council.

Links with trade unions

How does your position on the supervisory board influence trade union strategies 
towards the company, since you know the ‘real’ position of the company?

I have the opportunity, within ver.di, to draw attention to the interests of the eco-
nomic sector of technical services for companies and to strive to get them taken into 
account in the policy of the organisation.

Do you feel particularly obliged not to act to the detriment of the company?

I try to take into account the interests of both the group and the economic sector 
equally. As an external trade unionist I can warn of dangers which would harm the 
economic sector or the group if they were ignored. 

Have you ever experienced conflicts of interest between your different roles?
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I have already talked about this, taking the example of mergers.

How is your position within the union affected by being a supervisory board 
member?

My position as a member of the supervisory board is possible only as a result of my 
role as a trade unionist – otherwise, I would not be a member of this supervisory 
board.

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret?

‘My’ effectiveness is dependent on the employee side showing a united front (in-
cluding the representative of top management). So far, this unity has been main-
tained. I don’t believe that the board would have tried to push through the recent 
attempted mergers against the united opposition of the employee side. There have 
been positive experiences with trying to organise employee interests across the 
group. Successes include transitional collective agreements ranging from good to 
very good in the case of the mergers that went through. One potential negative out-
come would have been if the Cartel Office had forced us to accept the sale of parts of 
the group (regardless of collective bargaining safeguards, however good they might 
have been) in exchange for general acceptance of the planned merger. No decision 
of this kind was made, however, since not even the boards were willing to take such 
a risk. In the end, no merger ensued.

What do you see as the greatest constraints on your work as a member of the 
supervisory board?

As employee representatives we are usually involved in approving board members’ 
salaries. However, I consider the current dominant approach to setting board sala-
ries as disastrous. I find it depressing that neither we nor the trade unions have so 
far been able to develop a conclusive alternative with regard to this problem.

Looking to the future, how has your role changed over the years, for example, 
due to the predominance of shareholder value? 

‘Shareholder value’ does not directly impose constraints on the TÜV. A TÜV has a 
fundamental obligation towards sustainable goals and services of general interest: 
safety at establishments and plants, safety with regard to products and processes, 
and reliability of assured product features. Profitability constraints – in the sense 
of clients’/customers’ desire for profits – can certainly undermine this orientation 
towards sustainability. Deregulation and the abolition of legal requirements by gov-
ernment can also increase risks to the public interest.

How do you think your role might change in the foreseeable future as a result of
 the current global financial crisis?
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The current financial and economic crisis, which is the result of excessive deregula-
tion, also provides an opportunity to counteract further deregulation in other areas 
of society or to engage in reregulation. 

How do you assess the balance of advantages/disadvantages of being a supervisory 
board member as an employee representative?

I consider the German form of codetermination to be successful. We must defend it. 
It would be well worth extending. As far as I’m concerned, being on the supervisory 
board has been a formative professional experience which I wouldn’t miss for the 
world. 
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Board-level employee
representation in Hungary

Employee representatives make up one third of the members of the su-
pervisory board in companies with more than 200 employees. But new 
legislation, passed in 2006, allows single-tier boards for the first time, 
and here employee rights are much weaker.

In companies with a two-tier board system – both a supervisory and a management 
board – the works council has the right to nominate one third of the members of the 
supervisory board in companies with more than 200 employees. The one exception, 
introduced through new legislation passed in 2006, is where there is an agreement 
between the works council and management to the contrary. Before making the 
nomination the works council must pay attention to the views of the unions in the 
company. The supervisory board is responsible for the general direction of the com-
pany, while the day-to-day business is in the hands of the management board. (In 
practice most supervisory boards meet only rarely.) However, the 2006 legislation 
leaves the procedures of both the supervisory and management board to companies 
themselves to regulate. Previously there was more detailed legislative regulation.

In companies with a single-tier board system – just a board of directors – em-
ployee participation at board level must be regulated by an agreement between the 
works council and the company. This is a new development – before the 2006 leg-
islation only two-tier board structures were possible – and it represents a potential 
weakening of employee representation at board level, as there are no minimum re-
quirements.
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Nationality: Hungarian
Date of birth: 1959
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): Bunge Hungary (Bunge Global)
Sector: Agribusiness and food sector
Location of Headquarters: Budapest, Hungary
Size of the company: Bunge Global net sales: US$ 52.6 billion (2008); Bunge Hungary placed in the 
30-50 range in the Hungarian TOP 100 Company List 
Number of employees: About 450 in Hungary and 4,500 in Bunge Europe (over 25,000 worldwide)
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: The HQ of Bunge Global is in New York, but the 
company has divisions including Bunge South America, Bunge Asia and Bunge Europe, of which Bunge 
Hungary is a part. It operates in over 30 countries worldwide
Date of joining company: 1980
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Operator in the crushing plant at Martfü
Name of union: MSzOSz (National Confederation of Hungarian Trade Unions)
Date elected to board: 2004 (Bunge Hungary)
Number of employees represented: Around 450
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): First elected as shop 
steward, but in 1989 elected union branch secretary of the factory. In 1994, elected president of the 
Hungarian Vegetable Oil Workers’ Union. In 1993, elected member of the workers’ council; 2004 as 
president of the workers’ council in Bunge Hungary; and, also in 2004, elected secretary of Bunge 
European works council.

László Kanizslai (food industry) –  
‘My father and mother told me that  
I should help others, that’s my mission 
maybe’14

 14 The interview conducted by Michael Gold on 5 May 2009 (in English).
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Operation of the board

How many members there are on the board of Bunge Hungary? How many are 
employee representatives?

Three. According to Hungarian law, if the headcount is under 500, there need to be 
three members of the board. Two come from the management side and one from 
the workers’ side – me. It’s a very small board. 

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

We have to monitor all the activities of Bunge Hungary, including financial activi-
ties, trading, selling, production…all kind of activities.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? Do you have special 
responsibilities?

I have no speciality because I am alone on the workers’ side, but together with the 
other two members, we monitor the operations of Bunge Hungary. Usually I take 
the minutes of meetings, but no more.

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders? Or are they entirely independent of shareholders?

The shareholders at their Annual General Meeting have the right to accept only my 
nomination. They have no right to change the decision of the trade union or work-
ers’ council.

How often does the board meet?

Once a year, usually in spring, which means April, May or June at the latest, when 
we know the previous year’s financial results. But if needs be, if there is some prob-
lem at the company, all members have the right to invite the others to an extraor-
dinary meeting.

Does that ever happen?

It has happened, but maybe ten or twelve years ago. Unfortunately, at that time, my 
colleague was the workers’ representative, and – it was very difficult – the financial 
officer was caught embezzling a huge amount of money.

The management board meets more often, of course. I don’t know how many times, 
but I suppose at least four or five times a year.

What committees or sub-committees does the supervisory board have?

We don’t have any sub-committees.

How soon before meetings do you normally receive papers or documentation?
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Unfortunately, most of the time, I get the papers a maximum of a few days before 
the meeting – maybe two or three days. Sometimes I don’t have enough time to 
check or analyse the figures.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in this company? What were your personal motives 
in standing/ getting elected?

Motivation? Yes, it’s very simple… My father and mother told me many times that 
I should help others, which means that I want to help my colleagues, my workers, 
and that’s my mission maybe.

How were you selected/ elected to the board? 

I was nominated and elected by members of my trade union. 60 per cent of workers 
in the company are union members, but in my factory it’s a bit more than 90 per 
cent. That’s a very high percentage.

What has been the impact of your role on your career in the company? 
For example, what has been the reaction of colleagues to your becoming a board-
level employee representative?

Yes, it’s interesting because, as I mentioned, I have worked for this company almost 
30 years, and I’ve got very good connections with my colleagues, which means that 
they respect my work. They said ‘okay, you are sensitive about our problems’, and 
this is main thing that they look for in members of the supervisory board and of 
course the workers’ council as well.

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal or private life?

It’s a very good question! Ask my wife first! Yes, I’m a full-time union officer, which 
means that my salary is paid by the company. There is a clause in the collective 
agreement that states that my position is paid for by the company, which means 
that I have to do this kind of work.

Skills/training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I’ve got two degrees, in economics and human resource management. In the first 
I’ve got a Bachelor of Arts degree, and in the second a Master’s, but of course it’s 
not enough. I have taken part in a number of different training programmes. These 
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programmes were organised by the Hungarian trade unions, and I’ve been many 
times to Germany. I’ve taken courses at the German trade union confederation, 
Deutscher Gewerkschaftsbund (DGB).

And the Friedrich Ebert Foundation has organised two, three, or five programmes – 
I don’t remember exactly how many – for trade unionists from Eastern and Central 
European countries, that kind of trade unionist who would like to be a member of a 
workers’ council or supervisory board…and we learned many, many interesting and 
useful things from the Friedrich Ebert Foundation, for example. There is a similar 
foundation in Hungary, which also organises training programmes – it’s a founda-
tion for training trade unionists and workers in Hungary, called the Consultative 
Service for Workers’ Representatives (ÉTOSZ). 

What special skills do you think you bring to the role?

There are sometimes disputes with management, of course, because the interests of 
management and the workers are different, and in my opinion you have to manage 
this kind of conflict without any trouble, which means that, at the end of meeting, 
you have to agree on a compromise, which is in the minutes. To be able to do that is 
important, in my opinion.

How do you prepare before meetings? How and where do you seek advice? 
From outside experts? 

I have two or three days before the meeting, and I sometimes invite my colleagues 
to discuss the documents and figures, or the trade union – as I mentioned, the fac-
tory is 90 per cent unionised. If I have a question, I consult financial experts in the 
union, which means that I sometimes ask them to check with me the figures and 
dates, and they help me to analyse and raise questions.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with the 
other board members? You said there were two other management appointees. 
How do you normally get on with them?

We keep in touch with the other two members, usually by email or phone, and 
sometimes, because I am secretary of the European works council (EWC), and the 
headquarters is in Geneva in Switzerland, and the other two members work in Ge-
neva, I meet them there. In that case, of course, we have got the time to speak about 
other questions, not only the EWC questions. We have got the time to discuss local 
problems in Hungary. Because they are based in Geneva, that is a very good location 
to meet them.

And now, we have got, in my opinion, a very good agreement with management that 
the European works council has two regular meetings per year, with one in Geneva 
and the other held in some other place in Europe, for example, Budapest or Bilbao 
in Spain.
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How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board?

My behaviour is as normal, absolutely normal. We have got no significant problems 
with each other, thank God!

Do you feel similar to the other members of the board, or do you feel different 
from them? Given the fact that you are representing workers, and they’re 
representing shareholders, in relation to your views for example on company 
strategy or investment or employment, do you tend to find you share their views 
or do you tend to find your views contrast with them?

Yes, it’s sometimes very interesting because there are two sides, the management 
side and the worker side. Our interests are not the same, of course, because some-
times I would like to explain the problems of workers in Hungary, while they would 
like to focus on shareholders’ interests. It’s two different sets of interest, but in the 
end we have got to come to an agreement and sign it.

Do you ever feel in the minority?

Two to one! Yes, sometimes I feel it, because they are in a majority. But according to 
Hungarian law, if the minority is me, and if the workers’ representative has a special 
view about some issue, he is entitled to set it down in writing and submit it to the 
shareholders’ meeting or the management board meeting, as the special opinion of 
the workers’ side.

And what happens then? Do shareholders have to take notice?

The shareholders have to consider it, but they do not need to put it into the de-
cision-making process. This happened ten or twelve years ago, because we had a 
special opinion, another opinion, regarding certain financial questions. 

The company wanted to shut down two factories in Hungary, and we argued that 
there was no significant reason why they have to shut them down. My colleague, 
the former representative, indicated his personal opinion and submitted it to the 
shareholders’ meeting. They said ‘okay, we heard your opinion, but we are not able 
to accept it’.

So they just rejected it anyway... Do you ever feel that, as the worker 
representative, you are expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers?

In this situation, it was very difficult, because there were two factories. One of the 
factories was situated in Hungary, not too far from the Ukrainian/Hungarian bor-
der. It’s the East of Hungary, an underdeveloped area known as Nyírbátor. My col-
league was successful because the shutdown was postponed for a few months, half a 
year maybe, and the workers had the time to get new jobs or to prepare themselves 
for unemployment.

Have you ever had to insist on answers to questions?
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Sometimes it’s not so difficult to get the information, and sometimes it is more dif-
ficult. When the company doesn’t give me the information on time, that’s difficult. 
Though they need to give me all the information before the meeting, sometimes 
they give it to me just before, so I don’t have time to analyse the figures. That hap-
pened once when the company had made a huge profit.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information?

I had to sign a confidentiality agreement. But I told my colleagues, the members 
of the board, that ‘okay, I signed that agreement’, but that I would use the data, in 
other words, in the trade union and in the workers’ council. I wouldn’t indicate the 
source of figures, but I would still use them in my work.

Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow? That is, to divulge confidential 
information in the name of some ‘greater good’? You said you had to sign 
the confidentiality agreement, I mean, I take it you’ve always abided by that 
agreement?

I do not release confidential information, but sometimes I use the figures – I say 
that, ‘okay, I know from supervisory board meetings these figures or dates’. If I 
didn’t do this, in my opinion, I couldn’t work successfully on the supervisory board.

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues or others? 

My remuneration as board-level employee representative is very, very low. In 
pounds sterling, I earn about £100 per month. In my opinion, it’s only symbolic. 
The other two members have no remuneration, it’s just for me, but as I say it’s 
symbolic only.

I am a member of the ETUC Workers’ Participation Working Group in Brussels, 
and last autumn, maybe September [2008], we had a meeting regarding the remu-
neration of supervisory board members. German, Italian and Spanish colleagues 
all mentioned that this can cause a problem in other organisations. But, with my 
union, it’s not a problem, because the pay just isn’t significant.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 
You have a works council for example...

I mentioned that I’m a member of the trade union and the workers’ council, and 
during the various kinds of meetings I attend, I have links with others.

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest?

That’s a good question! But I have never had a problem regarding this. And an 
interesting thing is that I’ve got many friends in trade unions who are members of 
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different types of supervisory board. One of my very good friends is a member of 
MOL – it’s a Hungarian oil and gas company – and I have other friends, for example 
at British American Tobacco. Sometimes we’re sitting at the same table and speak-
ing about the problems on different types of board. But I have never had a problem.

And also, that’s true, presumably, as secretary of the European works council? 
Because, again, potentially, that could cause difficulties...

You have to be careful, you are right, absolutely. But no, I haven’t had any problems, 
because I am very... handy!

Do you ever feel you know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with?

Yes, but there’s absolutely no problem, because I have got very good connections 
with local management at the factory, and at the headquarters in Budapest as well.

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement?

I’ve mentioned that I’m secretary of the Hungarian Vegetable Oil Workers’ Union, 
and a vice-president of the Hungarian Food Workers’ Union as well. 

How does your position influence trade union strategies towards the company? 
Do you have any role in collective bargaining at all?

I’m paid by the company, of course, and I’ve fortunately never have a problem with 
this.

How is your position within the union affected by being a board member?

I’m very proud of my position, and my colleagues are proud of my position. My 
company recently made some investment in this area of Hungary. At the supervi-
sory board meeting we discussed the places that should be targeted for investment, 
and Hungary won. I am proud of this achievement. It was a good decision.

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret?

On achievements, I’ve already mentioned that we won the argument on investment 
in Hungary. I hope that in the future we will speak again about achievements, and I 
will tell you that there are other good news, but for the moment unfortunately there 
are no more. 
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On regrets, two years ago the company made a huge profit, a fantastic profit, and of 
course we proposed that a small amount – a small amount in our opinion – should be 
paid to the workers as a bonus, because they had worked very well and made this profit, 
but unfortunately the management and members of the board rejected my proposal.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity? 

It’s a good question, but I don’t know the answer!

Looking to the future, how has your role changed or how do you think your role 
might change given the current global financial crisis?

Until now we haven’t felt the crisis in my company in Hungary, but I’m sure that, 
in the near future, we will face some problems. It means that our market will get 
smaller and smaller. There are some other competitors in the Hungarian market, 
and what’s more, some other planned investments will be cancelled, I’m sure. At 
least, not cancelled, but postponed for two or three years. This may cause a problem 
for our business and jobs.

Has the issue of climate change ever been discussed at board level in relation to 
the company’s role in attempting to reduce its environmental impact?

Yes, climate change and global warming could affect my company because it has 
many planned factories in South America, in Brazil and in Argentine. We produce 
soya beans, as you know, not in Hungary, but globally my company has many soya 
bean fields in Brazil and Argentina. And we have an agreement with the farmers in 
Brazil, for example, that we’ll not buy beans from farmers who slash and burn – or 
who have sown the kind of field which was created by burning off rain forest and 
jungle. That’s a global decision, taken by the company headquarter in White Plains 
in New York, which covers all of Bunge…it’s valid for the whole Bunge company 
across the world.

Hungary signed up to the Kyoto Agreement and other environmental agreements, 
which means that we would like to reduce our carbon monoxide and dust emis-
sions, and all kinds of emission from our chimneys and fuels.

Is there anything that Bunge Hungary is doing especially on that?

Anything special? Yes. In the last three years, Bunge Hungary carried out some in-
vestments regarding environmental issues. We have a boiler in our factory, and two 
or three years ago – I don’t remember exactly when – we installed an electric filter 
for the chimney. It meant that we were able to reduce our dust emissions radically. 
Sometimes we’ve spoken about environmental aspects on the supervisory board, 
but that was not board decision…That was a headquarters’ decision in Geneva or 
New York. But we are absolutely on the side of environmental policy, and of course, 
we display it in every office. It needs to put up on the wall.

How do you assess the balance of advantage and disadvantage in being a board 
member?
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My opinion is positive – I have mentioned decisions I am proud of, and despite 
certain regrets, in my opinion the balance is positive.

Do you have anything else that you want to add by way of background or 
finalcomment? 

Just by way of summary, our supervisory board functions without significant prob-
lems, and in the end we agree all the questions, figures and dates, because it’s in the 
interests of both workers and management.
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Board-level employee
representation in Ireland

Employee representatives in Ireland’s single-tier boards are found only 
in the State-owned sector, where they normally account for a third of 
the total. Privatisation has cut the number of companies covered and 
the process is continuing.

There is no statutory requirement for board-level employee representation in the pri-
vate sector – Ireland has a single-tier board system. Some parts of the public sector 
are, however, covered by legislation that gives employee representatives a right to 
seats on the board of State-owned enterprises and agencies. As well as public bodies, 
such the Courts Service and the training and employment authority, FAS, there are 16 
State-owned businesses with employee representatives at board level. They include 
the national postal service, An Post; Dublin Airport; the national transport group, 
CIE; the peat processing company, Bord na Móna; the Electricity Supply Board; the 
gas distribution company, Bord Gáis; and the forestry company, Coíllte.

In the larger companies, covered by legislation passed in 1977 and 1998, em-
ployee representatives have a third of the seats on the board. Candidates are nomi-
nated by the unions but elected by the whole workforce. The relevant minister then 
appoints the successful candidates.

The extent of employee representation at board level has been affected by the 
privatisation of a number of previously State-owned companies. One example was 
the telecommunications company Telecom (now Eircom), where employee board 
members lost their seats on privatisation, although there is a representative of the 
employee share ownership scheme on the board. Another is Aer Lingus, the former 
State-owned airline, which was partially privatised in October 2006. Here too the 
former worker directors were removed, although the employee share ownership trust 
has been given the right to two seats on the board.

117

EBLR book.indd   117 21/10/10   18:45



Nationality: Irish
Date of Birth: 1956
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): An Post
Sector: Postal services
Location of Headquarters: Dublin, Ireland
Size of company: ∑850.0 million in group turnover (2008); ∑31.2 million in operating profit (2008)
Number of employees: 10,970 full-time equivalents
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: two, Ireland and United Kingdom
Date of joining company: 1973
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Junior postman/telegram delivery
Name of union: Communication Workers’ Union (CWU)
Date elected to board: 1992; now in fifth term, starting 2008
Number of employees represented: 10,970
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Former union branch 
secretary, member of National Executive, President CWU in 1986

Pat Compton (postal services) – ‘I have 
brought a balance to the board which 
would be fair to all the stakeholders, 
and particularly to the staff’15

15 The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 5 May 2009 (in English).
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Operation of the board

How many board members are there? How many are employee representatives?

There are fifteen board members. The chief executive is one, eight are nominated 
by the government, five are elected by the workforce, who we call worker directors, 
and one, called the postmaster director, is elected by the members of the organisa-
tion which represents the franchise holders who run post offices on a contract basis. 
Four of the worker directors are members of the Communication Workers’ Union 
(CWU) and one is a member of the Public Service Executive Union (PSEU). 

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

The legal responsibility of the board is to oversee the management of the company 
in accordance with the 1984 Act of Parliament which set up the company which, 
among other things, directs the provision of a national postal service. 

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? 

Employee representatives have the same legal responsibilities as the rest of the 
board. There is a code of conduct for the board, which we must comply with, and 
our legal responsibility or, as they call it, fiduciary responsibility is to the company, 
and we must act only in the company’s interests.

Does your election have to be ratified or confirmed by the Minister?

Yes. The union nominates the candidates, and then the candidates stand for elec-
tion, and the total workforce votes, regardless of whether or not they are union 
members. And when the election result is known, the candidates who have been 
elected must then be formally appointed to the board by the relevant Minister.

How often does the board meet?

Monthly.

What committees/ subcommittees does the board have? Which ones do you 
belong to?

There are three sub-committees – audit and security, personnel and remuneration. 
However, I actually don’t belong to any of these. I used to belong to these commit-
tees, but the membership of those committees usually changes. There are worker 
directors on the audit committee, and there’s a worker director on the personnel 
committee, but in the case of the remuneration committee, it would be seen as a 
conflict of interest, and worker directors have not been historically members of that 
committee.

I’m also a member of a subsidiary board of the company – a member of the Prize 
Bonds Board, which is a joint venture between a private company and An Post, very 
much like premium bonds in the UK.
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How soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation?

Usually a week beforehand.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in An Post? 

Well, I suppose I would have been pretty well-known within the organisation and 
particularly among the workforce. When the union was seeking candidates to stand 
for election to the board of directors, I would have been well known because of my 
activities in the union, and it would be no surprise that I would get nominated by 
the national Executive of the union to stand for election. Equally, being well known 
was a help in getting elected.

What did you hope to achieve by standing?

What I hoped to achieve was that, at the highest level, the company should be aware 
of the concerns, issues and difficulties at shop floor level, and if I was able to impart 
that information and help formulate policy which took that into account, then we, 
as a company, would probably have a better position going forward, and we’d prob-
ably have less conflict.

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company – for 
example, the reaction of your colleagues and so on?

The reaction has always been very supportive and very positive. Workers in An Post 
see worker directors as a positive thing. They probably would, in reality, think that 
we are more powerful than we are, but in general, they would be supportive because 
they would see that we are there to make the case as best as we can on their behalf. 

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal and private life? 

Well, it’s busier, but, you know, I like being busy. In recent years though, I have 
stood down from active union involvement. I’m not a national or even a local rep-
resentative now, so I have concentrated on my role as a board member, and other 
people have taken on the mantle of being the union representative in my area.
My day job would still be my main priority, but my board responsibilities would 
possibly take up two to three days a month. There are occasions when it might take 
up more, but in a normal month, if we just had a board meeting, that would require 
a day’s meeting and maybe half a day to read the papers. But generally, about three 
days per month would be the max, but there are occasions when that can vary.

What actually is your current day job?
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I started out as a junior postman, delivering tel-
egrams. When I became 18, I was promoted to 
be a postman, and then, in 2002, the company 
and then union agreed a partnership process, by 
which they would resolve difficulties at the work-

place level before they became national disputes. They sought people who would 
have a background in industrial relations and problem-solving, and I successfully 
applied for that particular position. I am what they call a partnership coordinator, 
which means that I’m a mediator within the company.

Skills/training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a worker director? What formal 
qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

 I have done training in company accounts, strategic planning, all that kind of stuff. 
The company would have facilitated the time-off, and the courses would, in the 
main, have been provided by the Irish Congress of Trade Unions.

What special skills have you brought to your role?

It’s hard to judge one’s own skills, but I suppose what I would bring to the board is 
a knowledge of the company at practically all levels. I would seek to use that knowl-
edge, explain where I’d be coming from, what the issues are, from the perspective of 
a person working in the company below the level of board. The other skill I would 
try to bring is perhaps the ability, given my experience, of being able to argue a rea-
sonable case in support of my point of view, and try to bring the rest of the board 
with me on that.

How do you prepare before meetings? How and where do you seek advice? 
From the union?

If I read the board papers and there was something I didn’t understand, if there was 
some issue that I wasn’t familiar with, I would ask some of the senior management 
to explain it to me. If they weren’t in a position to do that, or if I still had some con-
cerns, I would have a range of people that I would seek advice from. For example, on 
general economic issues, I would ask an economist attached to the Irish Congress 
of Trade Unions for an opinion. Almost always, the information is readily available 
from the company and there’s always somebody available to assist, because they 
would see their responsibility as giving the board the best information possible.

Have you ever received any special training from either your union?

Yes, the training would be in specific areas. For instance, it could be in strategic 
planning, company accounts, or the general economic environment where An Post 
operates. It wouldn’t, for instance, teach you how to put an argument to the board, 
but it would give you the knowledge to master the arguments and put them yourself.

‘I’m a mediator within the 
company.’
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In an earlier interview you once gave, you mentioned a worker directors’ group in 
Ireland, a kind of umbrella organisation for worker directors. Does that still exist 
and what’s your role in that?

The Worker Directors’ Group still exists. I have just stepped down as its chair. It 
meets once a month, and usually discusses the broader issues affecting worker di-
rectors, though not specific to individual companies because there is a confiden-
tiality issue there. At some meetings, we would have a guest speaker in, and that 
speaker would talk about whatever the issue of the day was. At the moment, the big 
issue is pensions and the viability of pension schemes. So, we’ve had, and we will 
have again, pension experts speaking to us on that. We would also have somebody 
from one of the universities speaking about the general economic situation on occa-
sions. This group organises training for worker directors.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? There are fifteen members, of whom five are employee 
representatives, including the postmaster director. How do you generally get on 
with them?

My relationship is pretty okay. To a large extent, the relationship that all board 
members have with each other is very much determined by the issues that come up, 
but also generally by the approach of the chief executive. If for instance a proposal 
is likely to cause conflict, it’s very important how the chief executive presents it 
at board level. If it’s presented in a certain way, it could either reduce or produce 
conflict between, say, the government appointed directors and the elected worker 
directors. But in general, my relationship is pretty good. I see my role as trying to 
influence people’s thinking in relation to how decisions by the board will affect the 
workforce and the service they provide. I seek to explain the difficulties and the ad-
vantages of certain approaches. It comes down to the logic of particular arguments, 
and their effect on the rest of the board members, who, in general, would be open to 
the views of people who actually work in the company.

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board? 

The fact that I am a worker director does not direct me to adopt a particular behav-
iour. Take the recent productivity agreement that has been reached with the work-
force – its effects would be generally debated in terms of savings and the financial 
position... But when those debates take place on the board, the worker directors, 
who would be directly involved in the process, are very knowledgeable about the 
effects of the changes on the ground. They would speak to the board about how it 
is working, how successful or otherwise it is, and how it can be managed in a way 
that doesn’t create conflict. So that type of debate would be very much down to 
the worker directors to reassure the board that things aren’t bad or are not getting 
worse, or that the agreement is working, or, in some instances, if the agreement 
isn’t working, where it might be improved and how to get it to work better. So, that 
is one area that I would be attempting as a worker director to shape the approach 

122

EBLR book.indd   122 21/10/10   18:45



123

adopted by the board to best facilitate stable industrial relations and the implemen-
tation of agreements to the betterment of both sides.

I see myself as elected by the workforce to ensure that the best interests of the work-
force are represented in board decisions, but I squared that with my board responsi-
bility by saying that what is in the best interests of the workforce is invariably in the 
best interests of the company because both sides get something from the outcome 
of the discussions, and that ensures stable industrial relations and less conflict.

To what extent do you collaborate with the other four board-level employee 
representatives?

I would speak to them quite a bit. We wouldn’t always agree on things, but there 
isn’t such a thing as a whip – nobody is locked into a position or anything like that. 
We would debate issues, as indeed I would debate issues with other government-
appointed directors as well, but by the very nature of things I would speak to the 
worker directors more than the others, simply because they’re closer to me.

Do you have pre-meetings before board meetings?

No.

So you come to the board itself with your own kind of views…

Yes, generally, and in some instances, those views would diverge. Now, they 
wouldn’t diverge very much, but they would diverge on certain issues. Generally, it 
would be the case that people would be free to offer their own opinions. There might 
be occasions where we would have a chat before a board meeting to learn from each 
other what proposals meant exactly, or did we fully understand them right or what-
ever, but it wouldn’t be a formal thing, and it isn’t structured in a way that has us all 
dancing to the same tune.

Do you feel similar to the other members of the board or different from them? 
For example, in relation to views on company strategy, investments, employment, 
long/short-term interests? 

Well, I think many of my views on investment strategy and employment and all 
that would probably be different from the majority of the board members, simply 
because we would come to it from different perspectives. Normally, the nominated 
directors, from the government side, would have a background in business. Many 
of them would have been major employers. So, they would have a certain business 
response to issues that perhaps I wouldn’t share, but that said, I wouldn’t feel dif-
ferent in the sense that every board member comes to the board with equal power, 
and it’s how you use your power and influence that is the key. I would see myself 
as making the best argument possible in favour of the position that I had adopted 
on these issues, and in between the opposite argument which might be put by a 
government-appointed director, there might be a compromise arrived at, which we 
would both be happy with.

EBLR book.indd   123 21/10/10   18:45



Do you ever feel in a minority? If so, what strategies and alliances do you adopt?

Effectively, I am in a minority if there’s a particular issue that I feel strongly about and 
the majority feel equally strongly with an opposite view. There is, in effect, a minority 
there, but the strategy to be adopted is to make the best case possible, to bring to the 
board the knowledge that influences and shapes that view, and to try to argue it as 
best you can to bring about the result you want. It’s not a fair game, in this sense. If 
the majority are against you in any circumstance, then you’re likely to lose the argu-
ment, so the best strategy you can employ in that circumstance is to seek to influence 
the debate to get the best possible outcome, which might be a compromise.

Do you feel like an equal partner, or do you ever feel manipulated? For example, 
in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers?

Not really. The human resources part of the company would do that kind of busi-
ness, but, in reality, if a deal is struck that is not universally popular, and if, for 
instance, the union has had the opportunity to debate and agree those issues, then 
I have no difficulty with standing up and defending that decision, if that is the out-
come of a process between the partners on the union side and on the company side. 
If, on the other hand, it’s a unilateral decision which I disagree with, then obviously 
I would have reservations about it, but in general the process we have is that the 
board would initiate a strategy, the strategy would be developed and presented by 
the company to the union side, and the union side then would try to negotiate the 
best deal possible. The outcome of that then would be the agreed position. Now, 
if the staff had a difficulty with that, I would have no difficulty in standing up and 
defending it.

On access to information, have you ever had to insist on answers to questions? 

Very, very rarely, but when I have had to insist on information being given, it has 
been made available.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information?

Well, confidentiality is a fact of life. There is no other way. When you take on the 
role of a worker director, you’re taking on that particular obligation, and you don’t 
have a choice. So I would make it abundantly clear to everybody that there are cer-
tain issues of a confidential nature that are discussed at the board which I am not 
in a position to divulge, and that is simply that. Because, you know, a board, fortu-
nately or unfortunately, whichever way you look at it, couldn’t operate if informa-
tion was widely available, particularly business-sensitive information.

Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow? That is to divulge confidential 
information in the name of some ‘greater good’?

No. If, for instance, there was a major issue which was confidential affecting the 
workforce, I would ask the company, or indeed ask the board, to agree that com-
pany personnel should speak to the unions immediately and that the process should 
take place quickly.
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What happens to your pay as a director? Has pay ever caused awkwardness with 
colleagues or others?

No, it’s paid to myself, and it has actually never created any difficulty. We do various 
things with our pay, you know – we don’t all accept it personally or whatever, but 
it is paid to us, and it has never been a difficulty. In fact, I’m in my fifth term on the 
board, and not one staff member has ever raised the issue of pay with me.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 

Well, there is a partnership structure below board level which is now actually being 
renewed, and the strategy is to strengthen it – it’s a representative forum between 
the unions and the company personnel. There are then a number of unions in the 
company and they have a common council which they speak to the company on, 
and then there are individual unions which speak to the company on their own is-
sues. The biggest union would be the Communication Workers’ Union, which is the 
union that I am part of. But there aren’t any works councils. There’s no forum such 
as that. It is simply a partnership structure, with the normal negotiations between 
various unions and the company.

Do you have any involvement in those other sub-board structures, like the 
partnership structure, at all?

Well, I have because I am the partnership coordinator for an area – I am the sec-
retary. So, my role would be also to serve that forum at regional level. The national 
forum is different. That’s facilitated at a higher level.

Do you ever find that you know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with? If so, how do you cope?

I would, simply because I have access to more information. I think pretty much 
both various levels of management and the staff would trust me to do the right 
thing. This is not universal, but in general people would trust me to do the best in 
the circumstances. That’s probably reflected in the fact that I have been elected for 
five terms.

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement? You said that 
you gave up your earlier trade union positions in order to give more time to being 
a worker director, but does your position influence trade union strategies towards 
the company at all?

Well, for instance, the trade union would be very concerned about the further liber-
alisation of the postal market. I would, because of my board membership, be famil-
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iar with developments in that area. That’s a very good example. So, I mean, this type 
of information wouldn’t be news to anybody. It’s just that there are people who are 
more aware of it than others. So, I would discuss with the union people, as I would 
indeed discuss with the senior management, the likely effects of further liberalisa-
tion of the mail business, and how we might put in place strategies to protect em-
ployment in that kind of likelihood. I would speak to the union people about these 
issues on a regular basis. The union people would regularly speak to the company 
at senior level, and effectively, on that issue, we probably all would have a common 
purpose, but I would certainly hope to influence union thinking on these issues.

Do you have any role at all in relation to collective bargaining?

Formerly, I did have, when I was a union activist, but I don’t have that responsibil-
ity now.

How is your position within the union affected by being a board member? 

Well, my position in the union isn’t affected really. I would be, I suppose, asked to 
attend union meetings because I’m an obvious and well-known former trade union 
activist, and now that I’m on the board, I would be asked to speak to various union 
meetings about general issues which wouldn’t obviously be confidential. I would 
probably give an overview of the company and its position. So, my role in the union 
isn’t affected by being a worker director, except that the union people and the union 
activists would probably ask me to explain things to them and to meet with them 
more often than if I wasn’t a board member or a union member.

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret?

Well, this is a difficult question because I’m asked to, if you like, either praise myself 
or damn myself.

I would think that I have brought a balance to 
the debate on the board, which would be fair to 
all the stakeholders, and particularly to the staff. 
Now, there are some issues upon which I would 
have lost the debate, and there are some issues 

which I wouldn’t say I won, but there was an honourable compromise reached. So, I 
would say that I have made a difference to the knowledge that the board has overall 
of the issues that affect the workers and the workplace.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity?

I suppose the greatest constraint is the fact that confidentiality is an issue, but it’s 
a fact of life. It’s not a constraint once you know that that’s what it is. But the con-
straints are that you are working in a kind of a democratic forum, in which you 

‘I have brought a fair 
balance to the debate on 
the board.’
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have to be constantly on your best game, and you have constantly to think on your 
feet, but that’s an advantage as well, because it sharpens your debating skills and 
your knowledge of the company. I suppose the main constraint would be that you 
would be in a minority, at the end of the day, and I suppose that is a constraint in 
any debate.

Looking to the future, how has your role changed/ how do you think your role 
might change given the current global financial crisis? 

I think my role will continue pretty much as it is, for as long as the union wants to 
nominate me and that the members want to elect me, but the challenges themselves 
will change. The role will probably be the same, but the challenges will change, as 
the business develops, as the European postal markets are developed, as mergers 
and acquisitions take place among our partners in the postal business throughout 
Europe. 

Still looking to the future, has the issue of climate change ever been discussed at 
board level in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its 
environmental impact?

Yes. There is a greater awareness of it now than there has ever been, and the com-
pany has a policy on energy use, which is evolving as well. The company is looking 
at possibilities of non-fossil fuel fleet. These issues are not just board issues, com-
pany management are looking at these things critically now, and certainly the use 
of energy has become an issue of concern.

How do you assess the balance of the advantage and disadvantage of being a board 
member? 

Overall, it’s a positive experience!

Do you have anything else by way of background or final comment?

Not really. As I said, the make-up of the board is what it is, and you bring to the 
board your best arguments, your best knowledge of the company, and you seek to 
influence the company in the best way possible. To ensure that the circumstances of 
the workers, customers and the company overall are protected. In that context, the 
company provides good employment and continues to maintain jobs throughout 
the country and it is important, if at all possible, to grow the business.
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Nationality: Irish
Date of Birth: 1971
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): EirGrid
Sector: Electricity transmission system operator and wholesale market operator in Ireland 
Location of Headquarters: Dublin, Ireland
Size of the company: Operating profits: ∑8.8 million (12 months to 31 December 2007); revenue: 
∑290.4 million (12 months to 31 December 2007) 
Number of employees: 220
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: At time of interview, one
Date of joining company: 2006 (joined Electricity Supply Board in 1993)
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Electrical engineer
Name of union: Unite, section entitled Energy Sector Professional Association (ESPA)
Date elected to board: 2006
Number of employees represented: 220 (all employees, irrespective of union membership)
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): N/A

Cormac MacDonnchadha (electricity 
supply) – ‘Environmental aspects are 
hugely important for us in our role’16

16 The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 20 April 2009 (in English).
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Operation of the board

How many board members there are? How many are employee representatives?

There are nine in all, including the company secretary. There’s the chairperson, the 
chief executive and six other directors, including myself, who make up the board, 
and the company secretary. The secretary is a member of the board, but does not 
vote.

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

These are outlined on p.44 of the EirGrid Annual Report and Accounts, 2008 as fol-
lowing: ‘While day to day responsibility for the leadership and control of the Company 
is delegated to the Chief Executive and his Management Team, within defined author-
ity limits, the board is ultimately responsible for the performance of the Company’.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? 

Exactly the same as the other members.

What committees/ subcommittees does the board have? Which ones do you 
belong to?

I’m a member of the audit committee, which is obviously a very important one. I 
don’t think it would be tenable for me to be a member of the remuneration commit-
tee. The transition committee, long disbanded, has stepped down at this stage. The 
two permanent committees are the remuneration committee and the audit commit-
tee. There have been various committees that are fairly short-acting and longer act-
ing. I think there’s going to be a new committee shortly on capital projects, because 
we’ve got quite a number of them coming up. 

How often does the board meet?

It meets on the third Wednesday of every month, with the exception of August. So 
it’s eleven set times a year. Occasionally the board meets at short notice to approve 
specific items. The audit committee meets quarterly.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation?

Typically about six days in advance, so the Thursday previous to the board meeting 
the following Wednesday.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in EirGrid?
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I’ve always been a member of the union, since I started working in 1993, and, ex-
ternal to the company, I’m interested in politics as well. We were formerly part of a 
much bigger company, the Electricity Supply Board (ESB), which owned both the 
physical and transmission assets of the Irish electricity industry, but from 1 July 
2006 the transmission system operation and market function were transferred to 
EirGrid. Quite a number of the long-term union people took the opportunity at that 
stage either to stay within ESB or to retire from the company totally. At the same 
time, an opportunity arose where a new employee representative was to be chosen, 
and I saw it as a chance for myself to be elected.

How were you selected/ elected to the board?

We had an election by all staff of candidates. 

But were you nominated by the union?

Yes. I think possibly an email would have been sent out to all staff members, not 
just union members, requesting people who would like to be candidates. I think 
that originally there were four candidates, but by the time the election came, my 
memory is that two candidates went forward, and I was the successful one. In 
Ireland there is worker director legislation, and in certain companies there are 
worker directors, but I’m actually a staff representative, and all board members 
are appointed by our shareholder, the Minister for Communications, Energy and 
Natural Resources.

My name would have been presented to the Minister, and it was he who appointed 
me. I would like to think that, after I step down, there will be a new staff representa-
tive, but it’s not part of the constitution of the board that there has to be one. 

Actually, I thought that all State-owned companies in Ireland had at least one 
employee representative on the board.

In some State-owned companies, such as ESB, there are worker directors on the 
board under the terms of the Worker Participation (State Enterprises) Act 1977, but 
that is not so for EirGrid. I think it would be very foolish of the company not to have 
a staff representative. I think it works very well. But it’s not part of the constitution 
of the board.

So it’s not statutorily required?

No. If ESB did and EirGrid didn’t, it seems strange that the legislation wouldn’t 
have been passed on from one organisation to the next one. That is what happened.

What’s been the impact of the role on your career in the company? What has been
 the reaction of your colleagues?

It’s difficult to predict that until my career has finished, but it certainly wouldn’t 
be a bad thing for my career. I myself work on shift. I’m an electrical engineer by 
profession, so my role would be to stay in a technical area, stay on shifts or move 
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into management, so this would do me no harm in moving into management, but 
that was not my aim at all. My aim was purely to represent the staff the best I could.

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal/private life? Do you get 
time off specifically for directorial duties? 

For board meetings and for board activity, I get time off. I may have 150 pages to 
read before board meetings, and that is in my own time. So anything that can be 
done off-line is done in my own time, and anything that requires me to be attending 
something, obviously, I get time off for that. It usually coincides with time I would 
be working.

That must take quite a lot of time in the evenings, for example, or at weekends.

It does, and it gets extremely busy coming up to a board meeting, because obviously 
the papers get produced close to the meeting, so it is a time commitment, but you 
know, it’s a five-year term for me and I think you have to make your contribution.

Skills/ training

What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I graduated in electrical engineering from University College, Dublin, and I also 
have a Diploma in Accounting and Finance (ACCA) and a Diploma in Project Man-
agement (Trinity College, Dublin). 

What special skills have you brought to your role, apart from formal 
qualifications?

A knowledge of the industry I’m in. I’ve been working in the electricity industry 
since 1993, and the more I meet people, the more I realise how specialist it is, so I 
certainly bring that. I would view myself as a non-executive director at board level 
who has quite a keen understanding of staff and the workings of the company, so 
I would see that as probably my most important contribution. So, when changes 
are happening, or when things are being discussed that have very particular rel-
evance to staff, that’s when I can make valid contributions and influence board 
decisions.

Can you give any specific examples where you’ve managed to do that?

There have been a number of examples. We’ve moved building from ESB, our pre-
vious employer – the decision was made at a board meeting in December 2006, 
and we moved about 12 months ago. We had to come up with a new grading and 
remuneration scheme for staff, which was very different from the one that a number 
of the staff would have been used to in our previous company, so again, there was 
a huge commitment of time and effort in that. I was able to give the staff viewpoint 
on the process involved there. So those two examples would be clear examples of 
my contributions.
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How do you prepare before meetings? How and where do you seek advice?

I’m lucky in the sense that I know very well a lot of the people who would be writing 
each of the papers to the board, so if there was any technical information, I could 
certainly pick up the phone. I’ve got a good working relationship with my colleagues 
in the company, and also I’m pretty clued in with the unions in the company, that if 
there’s any issue that has relevance, that I can make enquiries there. The company 
secretary is at all the meetings – she’s the chief legal advisor to the company – and 
I have a good relationship with her. I have quite a good range of people, probably 
more so than other non-executive directors of the company.

Do you ever need to go to outside experts? And if so, to whom?

To date, no.

Have you ever received any particular training from your trade union in the role?

Not formal training. I still have access to the previous person who was a staff rep-
resentative, which from a mentoring point of view, is quite a handy position. I also 
have access to a professional representative who can give advice too. But I haven’t 
done any formal training as given by my union, through the union methodology.

You mention the previous staff representative who acts as a mentor, and also other 
professional representation of the union. Do you ever go to those sources on an 
informal basis?

Oh, absolutely. Not very often, but at times before certain board meetings, it might 
happen quite intensely, and then not again for another 12 months. For example, the 
transfer of location was quite heated or was difficult for some staff, so I was able to 
get advice. There are obviously no clear-cut answers to some of this, but I got good 
advice from both my professional advisor and the previous staff representative.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

How do you generally get on with other board members? The difference between 
yourself and them is that you do have a representative role of the staff. Does that 
affect your behaviour on the board at all?

In regard maybe to staff issues, I’d have a particular view which might not always 
be in line with other non-executive directors, but I would make my views known. I 
think the chairperson controls the meeting very well in regard to that. But on most 
issues, both myself and the other non-executive directors are trying to achieve the 
greatest results for the company, so there is no conflict at all in regard to that.

Do you feel similar to other members of the board or different from them? 
For example, in relation to your views on the company – do you share views on 
company strategy, investments, employment, long/ short-term interests, 
and so on?
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We’re very much in tune in regard to that. We’re probably very lucky that the com-
pany is of key strategic importance for the country, and I think one of your later 
questions is in regard to the economic downturn. While there is a reduction in elec-
tricity consumption in the country at this present moment, in general we’re in a very 
growth area and we’ve got serious plans up to 2025, so we’re probably very lucky in 
that respect, that there is a huge amount going on. I think a lot of companies would 
have great difficulty as they contract and difficult decisions have to be made, while 
by contrast our company is growing and our sector is growing. I would see myself 
very much in tune with the other board members with regards to strategy. What is 
good for EirGrid is good for the staff of EirGrid.

Do you ever feel in the minority on the board?

Never.

On access to information, do you get the same access as other board members?

Absolutely, hundred per cent. 

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information?

That is a difficult one, because obviously everything that’s discussed at board level 
is confidential, but on a monthly basis, myself and two union representatives would 
be briefed by the human resources director. The company is good at briefing the 
staff, so obviously I feel released from my confidentiality obligation in respect to 
anything they have been briefed on. 

If there is something of particular note and I find myself in a conflicted situation, 
I’ll ask the chief executive, who is a board member, to brief the union representa-
tive on it, so that I don’t feel I’m in an untenable position. But that has very rarely 
happened. 

Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow?

No, but I would think that, if a situation arose, I’d have a strong enough relation-
ship, with my time on the board, that I could approach either the chief executive 
or the chairperson and get to a situation where I wouldn’t have to whistleblow. 

What happens to your pay as director? I notice from the Annual Report that 
directors get €14,000 a year in remuneration. Has pay ever created awkwardness 
with colleagues or others?

No, not to date.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies in the company?
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We have a partnership grouping, which has management representatives, union 
representatives and non-union staff representatives. We call it ‘partnership’. I’m 
not a member, but I am very aware of what’s going on at it. I’m a member of ESPA 
trade union, and there are two members of ESPA on that. They give quite detailed 
briefings to all staff on a regular basis.

Links with the trade unions

What are your links with the trade union or union movement? 

I work closely with the chairs of both unions in EirGrid.

How would you define your role in relation to collective bargaining or negotiating 
pay and conditions?

The unions have a grading and remuneration agreement with management and 
both sides meet annually on this. My role as board member has no direct role on 
negotiations. 

So you haven’t experienced conflicts of interest, for example in relation to access 
to information that you can’t use? 

I haven’t found that a difficult position to date.

How is your position within the union affected by being a board member?

As a board member, it is important that I have a good relationship with both unions. 

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of? What do you most regret? How do you evaluate your role as a board-level 
employee representative overall?

I’m not sure how to answer this. It would be interesting to hear how other people 
would answer that question, but I think I’ve done a very good job. I wouldn’t see 
myself as a militant union representative. I would see myself as a representative 
reflecting the views of staff and the views of the company. 

The achievements would be that, in the two and a half years that we’ve been around, 
we’ve moved location, we’ve got a new grading and remuneration system, and 
there’ve been quite a lot of set-up issues that are difficult to deal with. The company 
implemented a new wholesale market system and now it is building a new high volt-
age interconnector to Britain by 2012 which is very exciting. 

Well, you’ve mentioned these two things – moving location and introducing a new 
remuneration system, which can be extremely difficult to do... 
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It was difficult, and yes, a great result was achieved. 

Is there anything that you regret?

One of the things I probably have to make a big effort to do, and again, it eats into 
the time that I have to do all my roles, is that I should be probably meeting groups 
of staff in a planned way on a more regular basis. I have met up with groups, but 
we have a lot of new employees, so a lot of people probably wouldn’t know me all 
that well. Even though they’ve been in a part of the company for maybe a couple of 
years, they’re in an area that hasn’t had any dealings with the role I have on a day-
to-day basis. So, I would see myself, in the next two years or so, spending more time 
meeting groups, and obviously that completes the role that you’re doing, and gives 
even better feedback at board level on issues that might be raised from time to time.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity?

I suppose time is the only thing. I do my full-time job, but take time off to do board 
business, but you could spend all your time reading around the issues, and I just 
don’t have the time to do all that. So I think that’s the only thing. The company are 
very supportive of me and of this role. 

Looking to the future, it’s clear that – despite the current global financial crisis – 
the sector is a very buoyant one. There’s a lot of new capacity coming online, the 
creation of the single Irish electricity market, the question of renewables... it’s all 
very forward-looking. Has the issue of climate change been discussed at board level?

It’s hugely significant. Again, we’re a State-owned company and our Minister, Ea-
monn Ryan, is a Green Member of Parliament. But even before his time, there would 
have been quite stretching targets, government targets, linked in with European 
Union targets, of course, in regard to renewables. The main renewable that can 
meet these targets is wind, so we’ve had a huge upturn of interest in wind power – 
both what’s been connected in the last number of years and what is being offered by 
way of contracts to connect over the next number of years, to meet EU targets. So, 
environmental aspects are hugely important to us in our role. I think that question 
might not be so significant to some of the other companies that you talk to, but it’s 
front and centre for us. A number of us also attended the World Energy Conference 
meeting in Italy, probably 18 months ago, and again, you know, climate change is 
the big issue in energy.

How do you assess the balance of advantage and disadvantage of being a board 
member?

It’s a great honour and very fulfilling to be at the 
board table influencing and deciding strategy. 
So it’s very rewarding in that respect. Obviously, 
it’s very time-consuming too, and there’s a great 
weight of expectation and weight of responsibil-
ity on your shoulders. So, it’s quite difficult at 
times, but rewarding also.

‘There’s a great weight of 
expectation and weight 
of responsibility on your 
shoulders.’
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Board-level employee 
representation 
in Luxembourg

Companies with more than 1,000 employees or with a substantial State 
involvement, either through ownership or State aid, must have employ-
ee representatives at board level. They generally have one third of the 
seats.

Employees have representation on the boards of companies which have more than 
1,000 employees or which are more than 25 per cent State owned or which receive 
State aid for their main business. (There are four companies covered by the State 
ownership or State aid definition and around ten which have more than 1,000 em-
ployees.) 

In businesses with more than 1,000 employees the employee representatives 
make up one third of the board. In companies with State participation or aid there is 
one employee representative for every 100 employees with a minimum of three em-
ployee representatives and a maximum of one third of the total board.

The employee representatives are elected by the employee delegation, from 
among the employees of the company. They should represent manual and non-man-
ual workers in proportion to the number of these employees in the workforce. The 
one exception is the steel industry where three of the employee representatives are 
chosen by the unions and can include non-employees.

The employee representatives have exactly the same rights and duties as other 
members of the board of directors and their period of office is the same as other mem-
bers. Employee representatives cannot be members of more than one board. 
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Nationality: Luxembourgian 
Date of Birth: 1944 
Name of company: ArcelorMittal
Sector: Steel production
Location of Headquarters: Luxembourg City, Luxembourg
Size of the company: Earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and amortization: US $5.8 billion in 
2009; revenue: US $65.1 billion in 2009
Number of employees: 316,000 employees worldwide
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: More than 60
Date of joining company: Not an employee of the company
Current positions: Chairman of Sidérurgie asbl; Chairman of the Board, Editpress S.A.; Chairman of the 
Board, HELP asbl; Director of the Luxembourg Red Cross; Chairman of the Objectif plein emploi network
Name of union: OGB-L (Onofhängege Gewerkschaftsbond-Lëtzebuerg, Independent Trade Union Con-
federation of Luxembourg)
Date elected to board: 2002
Number of employees represented: ‘Elected by the holding company of the group, I represent the 
entire workforce, that is, 316,000 employees.’
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Honorary chairman 
of the OGB-L since 2004

John Castegnaro (steel industry) –  
‘I represent all the employees, but never 
forget that I’m on the board as a trade 
union representative’17

17  The interview was conducted by Aline Conchon on 19 May 2009 and translated from the French by Janet 
Altman. 
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18  On 11 May 2010, the Annual General Meeting formally recorded the retirement of Mr John Castegnaro. 
Therefore, there is no longer an employee representative on ArcelorMittal’s board of directors. 

Operation of the board

How many board members are there? How many are employee representatives?

There are twelve members, of whom three were employee representatives until very 
recently. Indeed, the 2009 Annual General Meeting ratified the end of the mandate 
of my two other colleagues. The decision has been taken not to replace them by 
further worker directors.18

Does the appointment/election of employee board members need to be confirmed 
by the Annual General Meeting of shareholders? 

Yes, a shareholder vote is needed for confirmation, just like for any other board 
member.

How often does the board meet on average during the year?

At least five times a year, as a rule. 

Does your board have any committees? If so, which ones do you belong to?

Until recently, there were two committees: the audit committee and the appoint-
ment, remuneration and corporate governance committee. Last year [2008], along 
with the changes in the composition of its board of directors, a new committee was 
also set up in line with recent developments in best practice corporate governance: 
the risk committee. But we don’t sit on any of them. And that’s not really a problem, 
to my mind, because in any case the final decision is always taken on the board. The 
board of directors remains the important forum, not the audit committee or the 
other committee. Even if we don’t sit on those, it doesn’t prevent us from playing a 
full role on the board, because ultimately, issues that go before those committees 
are always dealt with by the board of directors. And the fact that worker directors 
are absent from those committees doesn’t make us any different from the other 
directors. 

How soon before meetings do you receive the papers and documentation? 
At the same time as the other board members?

We’re not treated any differently. The papers and documentation are delivered at 
exactly the same time. 
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Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

What has been the nature of your trade union career? 

Well, it’s complicated. It’s really complicated, because I’ve been a trade union mem-
ber since 1963. I later became general secretary, chairman and then honorary chair-
man of the largest union in Luxembourg, the OGB-L. So I’ve been a union member 
for a long time. And I became a member of the Arcelor board of directors in 2002, 
after the merger between Arbed, Usinor and Aceralia.

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in ArcelorMittal? 

There’s a law here in Luxembourg. It dates from 1974 and it stipulates that there 
have to be employee representatives on the boards of companies with more than 
1,000 employees. But a bit further on in the same law it also says that there have to 
be employee representatives and representatives of the most representative trade 
unions in all iron and steel companies in Luxembourg with more than 1,500 em-
ployees. So, when Arcelor was founded, in 2002, we discussed whether or not there 
would be any employee representatives on the board of directors. That was a matter 
for discussion, because Arcelor wasn’t under a legal obligation – and there’s still 
no legal obligation now. The law doesn’t oblige Arcelor, or now the ArcelorMittal 
Company, to have employee representatives on its board of directors. Since Arcelor 
has never had more than 1,000 employees in Luxembourg, the law doesn’t apply.

But we discussed it. In actual fact, at the time of 
the merger between Arbed, Aceralia and Usinor 
the chief executive officer (CEO) of Arbed called 
me and asked me to come along for a talk. He 
wanted to let me know that something was go-
ing on, that the merger was about to take place. 

And he proudly described to me the approach that the new outfit would have, with 
a modern corporate governance respectful of social responsibility. So I got into a 
discussion with him because you can’t have modern corporate governance without 
employee representation. So there were negotiations to determine how to ensure 
the workforce was represented on the board: how many representatives and with 
what mandate. I was the one who led those negotiations, because although the com-
pany was under no obligation whatsoever it’s always struck me as very important 
for the employees to be represented on the board of directors. I also held talks with 
the OGB-L. We had to put our heads together and decide how to proceed. Finally, 
after all the talking, they gave way and agreed to have worker directors. But those 
were real negotiations. They finally agreed, but under conditions. The condition 
was that they - the presidency of the board - would choose the people they wanted to 
hold those positions. In other words, they agreed on the general principle – namely 
that there should be one worker director for each of the countries affected by the 
merger: one for Luxembourg, one for France and one for Spain. For Luxembourg it 

‘You can’t have modern 
corporate governance 
without employee 
representation.’
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was me. For France it was more complicated because the trade unions didn’t man-
age to agree, but eventually they selected someone. It was Michel Marti of the CFDT 
who held office until April 2009. For Spain it was all OK, except that they didn’t tell 
us there will be a rotation of their representative. 

The management of what was about to become Arcelor asked me, but I was also 
appealed to take the position by the Luxembourg government. As for the company, 
they said they wanted people with experience, people they could talk to and build 
up a dialogue with. But the government was also very keen for me to be appointed: 
the way things work here in the Grand Duchy is quite unusual. But I also asked the 
two largest unions in Luxembourg what they thought, to see whether they had any 
objections. I said to them, ‘if you like, if you think it’s a good thing for it to be me, 
then I’ll say yes’, because without their endorsement I would have said no. Their 
endorsement wasn’t necessary – I was in no way obliged to follow that procedure – 
but it seemed to me only right and proper to have the agreement and consent of the 
most representative unions, the OGB-L and the LCGB [Lëtzebuerger Chrëschtleche 
Gewerkschaftsbond, Luxembourg Confederation of Christian Trade Unions] if 
I was to represent the employees. Since they had no objections, I said yes in the 
knowledge that I had the backing of my constituency.

Skills/training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative at ArcelorMittal? 

Well, I’ve also served on the board of the Société Nationale de Crédit et 
d’Investissement – SNCI – which is a sort of bank with a tripartite make-up: gov-
ernment/trade unions/management. As well as that, I myself chair several boards 
of directors.

How do you prepare for board meetings? 

Mr Mittal knows that he has to take into account the employees and the staff, and 
he does so in any decisions taken by the board. The business plans always give 
consideration to the staff. We’re in a Group that has a CEO who respects people, 
who respects the staff. There are opportunities for a real social dialogue. And the 
company’s responsibility towards its employees is always borne in mind. So we re-
ally don’t have any trouble whereby issues dealt with at board meetings overlook 
the employees; that doesn’t happen. It was the same before, with the previous CEO, 
Mr Kinsch. We’re listened to, and the management is aware that it has to respect 
the employees, which obviously helps us when planning how to vote in meetings of 
the board.

Before the merger, in the days of Arcelor, pre-board meetings were a regular occur-
rence. Joseph Kinsch used to get us together and we could discuss issues in more 
detail. But that practice has more or less disappeared since the arrival of Mr Mittal. 
In any event, we have time to discuss matters at the board before taking a decision.
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How and where do you seek advice or ask for information? From experts, trade 
unionists, general management?

You’re talking about the general management? 
Yes, of course, I sometimes pick up the phone 
and ask to meet them to get hold of more infor-
mation or for clarification of certain points. It’s 
the same as for the board – there’s a very frank 
dialogue and members of the general manage-

ment have nothing at all against opening their doors to us. And not just to dis-
cuss board matters, but also to raise more general points or, alternatively, more 
specific points related to the company’s business, operations and running. Even 
in a company like ArcelorMittal, as a board member you have this opportunity, 
this freedom; it’s almost a right. I can get on the phone to anyone, even Mr Mittal 
himself, and ask for explanations. That’s something a local union representative 
can’t do.

Have you ever received any special training from your company? 

Well, you know, at my age, training… No, when you’ve got experience as a trade 
unionist you know what to do. Even on technical matters, such as financial analy-
sis, these are things I’ve had experience of in the past. As for updating my knowl-
edge, then yes, maybe, say, on the application of the IFRS [International Financial 
Reporting Standards]. But otherwise, no, training isn’t a particular problem, even 
though it is being envisaged for all members of the ArcelorMittal board.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? With respect to relations with shareholder representatives 
on the board, have you noticed any differences between them and you? 

I represent all the employees, but never forgetting that I’m on the board as a trade 
union representative. The employee directors elected by the workforce are covered 
by the 1974 legislation. But my case is different. And officially I’m not even regarded 
as a board-level trade union representative, but as a director on a par with the oth-
ers, and when Arcelor and Mittal Steel merged in 2006 we even became independ-
ent directors.

Nevertheless, our position is clearly circumscribed. We do represent the workforce, 
but as an independent director we are first and foremost a director just like the oth-
ers. There’s no difference between Mr Mittal, a shareholder representative and an 
employee representative. There’s no difference between the different types of board 
member. Which means we have the same rights but also the same duties as they do. 
We’re under the same obligations, and information goes no further than the board 
of directors. That raises the question of confidentiality, and it’s quite clear: what is 
said at the board cannot be disclosed. If we want to be regarded as directors on the 
same footing as the others, then we have to follow the same rules.

‘There’s a very frank 
dialogue with the 
members of the general 
management.’ 
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We’re paid the same respect as the others. We have the same speaking rights when a 
point is under discussion at the board. We also have the right to vote which is taken 
into account at board meetings. We are listened to in the same way as any other 
director. There’s absolutely no difference of attitude.

To what extent does your view of the company’s interests differ from that of the 
shareholders (for example, over the priority attached to long-term interests rather 
than short-term profit)? 

We can’t report back on our work. Like the other board members, we have to com-
ply with a code of conduct, and that’s very important. But of course I have the great-
est respect for my constituents. And I have to behave responsibly not only towards 
the two trade unions that agreed to my sitting on the board of Arcelor and then 
ArcelorMittal, but also towards the Luxembourg government. This might be some-
thing specific to Luxembourg, but ArcelorMittal is a Group that has several estab-
lishments in the Grand Duchy, and I also have to take that into account.

This is a really tricky point because everything has to be borne in mind. Obviously 
you have to look after the company’s interests, and that includes the more general 
interests of the Group because it’s a multinational. Then you have to take into ac-
count the economic environment in the country but also, and above all at present, 
the global economic environment. There’s also the financial environment of the 
Group and the sector worldwide. Reconciling all these different elements is a re-
ally difficult task, and you also have to take into account the interests of the work-
force and the expectations of the trade unions. It really is the hardest of tasks, with 
some very awkward moments. You have to bear in mind what’s good for the Group, 
whereas sometimes, in certain situations, when you look at the unions’ demands 
you also have to look more broadly at the overall effect that they could have on the 
Group as a whole. Union demands might of course be relevant at one specific site, 
but if there are serious consequences for the Group and its future, then you have 
to be able to draw distinctions and prioritise the overall interests of the company.

There’s a really frank and open dialogue. It includes not only the employees but also 
for example the minority shareholders. The company, and the management, isn’t 
closed in on itself; everyone can participate in its activities and in defining its future. 
Even though, naturally, each of us comes along with different interests. But all in 
all the company’s interests are what take precedence. When we make a decision, 
we do so with regard to the good of the company - the workforce of course, but the 
Group as a whole. So I also take into account the more specific interests of workers. 
I think my actions have been favourable not just to workers but, indirectly, to the 
country too because it’s also a matter of safeguarding and upholding employment 
in the Grand Duchy. But you have to make allowances and it really is very difficult 
to handle.

For instance, I might become aware of union demands being put forward at a site 
that’s undergoing restructuring, because I do have to be able to put across the con-
cerns of the local workforce. But I also give consideration to the repercussions of 
that restructuring exercise, and the likely consequences for the Group as a whole of 
meeting union demands put forward by a single site. So I’m not bound to put for-
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ward those demands if they would have an adverse impact on the Group as a whole, 
because what might be good for a few of people at one site may be detrimental to 
the workforce of the whole Group. You have to take a broader view than that and 
uphold the more general interest, namely that of the company in its entirety, obvi-
ously while devoting top priority to social affairs and employment.

To what extent does the fact that you cannot form a voting majority influence your 
options and behaviour? 

Meetings last four hours on average, a good half-day. And to my mind that’s very 
important, because collegiate decisions are needed and everyone has to be able to 
express their opinion which is always the case at ArcelorMittal. We don’t have a 
set-up where the CEO takes all the decisions single-handedly or where unilateral 
decisions prevail. The CEO, as principal shareholder, can’t take decisions alone at 
the board. It really is a forum for discussion and debate where every director can 
play his or her role to the full. And the decisions that emerge from this process are 
ones endorsed by the entire board.

Are the board’s discussions and decisions based more on consensus or 
confrontation? 

We can discuss everything. At the end of each meeting we devote an hour to free 
discussion, where everyone can express their point of view and say what they’ve 
observed in their contacts with other people or organisations close to ArcelorMittal. 
But in any event we always stick to very general topics, and the agenda is always 
the same. For example, the first item we deal with is always employee health and 
safety, environmental and sustainable development issues. So the agenda is fixed, 
but we can certainly bring up a subject or an issue during discussion time. The 
debate is never set in stone and there’s plenty of scope for dialogue. I can imag-
ine ArcelorMittal is a rather special case, but that’s partly due to a longstanding 
tradition within the company. There’s always been a very strong practice of social 
dialogue and employee participation, first on the board of Arbed, then Arcelor, and 
it’s continued under ArcelorMittal, which explains why we now have employee rep-
resentatives sitting on the board, whereas the management is by no means obliged 
to do so by law.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? 

It has to be said that there are separate ArcelorMittal companies in each country. 
There’s the ArcelorMittal holding company that’s responsible for overall supervi-
sion, but there are separate companies in each country with their own national 
articles of association. In Luxembourg we have at least three companies: there’s 
ArcelorMittal Luxembourg, grouping together all the sites in Luxembourg; there’s 
Arcelor ProfilArbed; and there’s Arcelor Rodlange et Schifflange. So that already 
gives you three boards of directors. But there’s also the holding company, the 
Group, responsible for overall supervision, and naturally contacts exist, there are 
discussions, but always in the context of the general legislative rules governing the 
liability of directors. 
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Links with workplace representatives

What contact do you have with other representative bodies in the company (such 
as the works council or European works council, if one exists)? 

We stick to very general subjects, so this forum has nothing whatsoever to do with 
collective bargaining. Of course that doesn’t prevent me from having contact with 
people or organisations linked to ArcelorMittal’s activities as part of my role. I’m 
often in touch with the European Metalworkers’ Federation (EMF), but also with 
employee representatives such as those who sit on the boards of the subsidiaries 
based in Luxembourg. It’s important to bear in mind the all-round context and seek 
information from people directly. That enables us to present all the facts and argu-
ments at meetings of the board. We take the time to discuss such matters.

Links with trade unions

How does your position as a board member influence your trade union’s strategies 
towards the company? 

I’ve never thought that matters connected with 
social dialogue in the company should be han-
dled by the board of directors. Matters related to 
bargaining, such as the negotiation of collective 
agreements, shouldn’t feature in the board’s dis-

cussions. It’s not the right place, it’s not my role and it’s not up to me to do that. At 
the board we deal with much broader, much more general matters. We can vote on 
very broad issues of business strategy.

Overall… and the future

How do you think your role as a board member might change given the current 
financial and economic crisis?

The crisis doesn’t change anything at all. It makes us operate to the best of our abil-
ity more than ever before. Mr Mittal needs the board’s backing for the decisions he 
takes. It’s a collegiate body: we’re all responsible, along with him, for the Group’s 
future. At difficult times, like now, he mustn’t seem like a man alone at the helm, 
because we too play a role in corporate governance. On the contrary we have to 
show solidarity in turbulent times. Hence the importance of taking time for debate 
and discussion at board meetings. It’s not as though we took decisions lightly. The 
time devoted to board meetings is very important.

How do you assess the balance of advantage/disadvantage in being a board 
member? 

Personally, I’ve always been in favour of having employee representatives on com-
pany boards. It was a very longstanding demand of the OGB-L that we put forward 

‘We can vote on very 
broad issues of business 
strategy.’ 
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until 1973, and then in 1974 a law was passed to that effect. I myself have always 
striven to get this kind of representation for the workforce. As I told you, I was 
the one who took the initiative to open negotiations about this when the merger 
between Usinor, Aceralia and Arbed took place in 2002. I’m an ardent supporter 
of this idea, although obviously I’m not the only one in Luxembourg and the trade 
unions are of the same view.
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Board-level employee 
representation 
in the Netherlands

Works councils have the right to nominate up to one third of the mem-
bers of supervisory boards in larger companies – those with more than 
100 employees, among other conditions. However, neither employees 
of the companies nor trade unionists dealing with them can be nomi-
nated, so the works council nominees are often distant from employees’ 
day-to-day concerns.

Larger companies – defined as those with issued capital of more than €16 million, 
at least 100 employees and a works council (obligatory for companies with more 
than 50 employees) – should provide for indirect representation of employees at 
supervisory board level. These arrangements apply only to companies which have 
a majority of employees in the Netherlands. International groups with the majority 
of employees outside the Netherlands are exempt from these requirements. Their 
holding companies for Dutch subsidiaries are covered, although the requirements 
are less stringent.

The appointment procedure was changed in 2004 and is now fairly com-
plex. Under the current legislation, supervisory board members are appointed by 
the general meeting of shareholders – they were previously co-opted by the existing 
supervisory board. However, nominations must come from the supervisory board 
in line with a desired profile of the composition of the board. The supervisory board 
should discuss this desired profile with the works council and shareholders but 
there is no obligation for agreement to be reached. The general meeting of share-
holders can reject the supervisory board’s nominations but it cannot nominate can-
didates itself – only the supervisory board can do this. If the supervisory board’s 
nominations are rejected it must nominate new candidate(s).
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The works council has special nominating rights for one third of the seats 
on the supervisory board. And in order to get to one third of the members of the 
supervisory board coming from the works council, the works council has the right to 
nominate for every other vacancy, until the one-third proportion is reached.

These works council nominations, which go through the supervisory board 
to the general meeting of shareholders, must be accepted by the supervisory board, 
unless there are good grounds for not doing so, such as that the person was unfit or 
that the appointment would unbalance the board. (If there are objections the two 
bodies attempt to reach an agreement. And if this is not possible, the issue goes to 
the Enterprise Chamber of the Amsterdam Court.) However, even for candidates 
nominated by the works council, the final decision on appointment is still taken by 
the general meeting of shareholders. It can reject the nominations from the super-
visory board that originally came from the works council in the same way as for any 
other nominees. The whole procedure then starts again.

The general meeting of shareholders also has the right to dismiss the entire 
supervisory board by a majority vote, provided this vote represents at least one 
third of the issued share capital. However, the meeting must hear the views of the 
works council before taking a decision. 

Finally, the current legislation also permits the supervisory board, general 
meeting of shareholders and the works council to agree other arrangements if they 
wish, although the right of the shareholders to reject a nomination cannot be re-
moved.

However, one very important element of the legislation is that employees of 
the company or of a union involved in collective bargaining with it are specifically 
excluded from being members of the supervisory board. The thinking behind this 
relates to a core feature of the Dutch system – that members of the supervisory 
board should act in the interests of the company as a whole and not as representa-
tives of partial interests, whether they are shareholders, banks or employees. This 
also means that works council members, for example, cannot be on the supervisory 
board and those who are chosen are probably somewhat distant from the day-to-day 
concerns of the workforce. They are typically academics, perhaps with a broad sym-
pathy for trade unions positions, individuals with a human resources background, 
people from the voluntary sector, and in some cases former senior trade unionists.

In practice it appears that under the previous system not all works councils 
made use of their right to nominate members of the supervisory board. Research 
by an independent academic on the period before the law was changed found that 
only 51 per cent of works councils had used their nomination rights: 28 per cent had 
done so once, 12 per cent twice and 11 per cent three times or more. Size was the 
only significant factor, in terms of the characteristics of the companies involved, in 
determining whether the works council nominated a supervisory board member or 
not. Whether there was an agreement between management, the works council and 
the supervisory board on the practicalities of making nominations and the composi-
tion of the supervisory board also made a difference. 
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Nationality: Dutch
Date of birth: 1952
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): ASML Holding NV
Sector: High tech provider of lithography systems for semiconductor industry
Location of Headquarters: Veldhoven, the Netherlands
Size of the company: ∑2,954m net sales; ∑370m operating income (2008)
Number of employees: 6,900 payroll employees; 1,300 full-time equivalent temporary employees 
(2008)
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: Sites in USA and Asia
Date of joining company: Not an employee of the company
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): N/A
Name of union: N/A
Date appointed to the board: March 2005; renewed March 2009
Number of employees represented: N/A
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): N/A

Ieke van den Burg (high tech services) 
– ‘It’s really good to have a stakeholder-
oriented approach and diverse 
backgrounds of people to make a good 
strategy happen’18

18 The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 2 July 2009 (in English).
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Operation of the board

How many board members are there? How many are employee representatives?

Let me first of all explain that I am not an employee representative in the strict 
sense of the word. In the Netherlands, supervisory board members of listed com-
panies are required to be independent members. Works councils have a so called 
‘enhanced right of recommendation’ for one third of the members of a structuur 
company’s supervisory board. ASML is one of the few largest Dutch AEX listed 
(multinational) companies, where the Dutch works council exercises this right at 
the top holding level. In the so-called structuurregime [the requirement for a two-
tier system of corporate governance, with supervisory and management board], ex-
emptions are provided for this works council right if the majority of the work force 
works abroad. Furthermore, multinationals often circumvent the requirements by 
creating a holding structure where the holding does not directly employ 100 or more 
employees in the Netherlands (one of the thresholds for the structuurregime), but 
through daughter companies. In such cases (such as Philips) the rights of the works 
council may be exercised only for the Dutch daughter company’s supervisory board. 
Strategic decisions, though, are taken at holding level. 

There are eight members of the supervisory board of ASML. Apart from me, there’s 
a second woman, appointed on the recommendation of the works council last year. 
Her predecessor stepped down when he started to work for a private equity com-
pany, and both he and the rest of the board thought it was wiser not to remain as a 
supervisory board member. She was appointed by the Annual General Meeting of 
shareholders in March 2009, but had actually already started some months before 
as an observer. So we are the two on enhanced recommendation of the works coun-
cil, and the only two women of eight board members in total.

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

According to the Dutch structuurregime, the board supervises the company’s 
performance in the broadest sense. Dutch law gives the management board the 
task of acting in the interests of the company as a whole – so it adopts a broader 
stakeholder approach, you could say, not only in the interests of shareholders. 
The supervisory board has the duty to monitor this and to ensure that it really 
happens.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? Are they the same 
for everybody on the supervisory board, or do you have slightly different legal 
responsibilities?

They are the same for all the board members.

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders? Or are they entirely independent?

Not only confirmed – the shareholders are the ones who really appoint. The works 
council has only the right to propose, to give a recommendation, a proposal. And all 
supervisory board members have the same independent status.
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How often does the supervisory board meet?

Around eight or ten times a year, including separate board committee meetings, 
and sometimes there are also telephone conferences.

What committees/subcommittees does the board have? Which ones do you belong 
to?

We have an audit committee and a remuneration committee, a selection and nomi-
nation committee, and a technology committee, which is, in this company, of great 
strategic importance. Some of the board members are really high tech people, most-
ly engineers. That’s really been the tradition of the company, and also more or less 
the tradition on the board. In the beginning, you could notice that the engineers 
were leading, and the people who knew about finance, figures and corporate gov-
ernance, they were really a separate category, but that’s now rebalancing a bit. I’m 
a member of the remuneration committee.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation?

That’s quite professionally organised. It’s of course not really a long time before, be-
cause sometimes you try to deal with the most up to date figures. Like for financial 
matters, that’s often immediately after the audit committee gets the latest figures 
for the quarter, but of course some figures, some data arrive only at the very last 
moment, but other things are prepared well in advance. By the way, as a high tech 
company, we avoid paper work. All presentations are Power Points, accessible via a 
special protected site on internet.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you actually became 
a supervisory board member in the company? How were you elected to the 
supervisory board?

The system is that the works council has the right to make a recommendation, 
but the nomination and the actual appointment goes through the Annual General 
Meeting of shareholders. I was officially appointed in March 2005, and this year, in 
March [2009], I was appointed for a second term, a term of four years.

What were your personal motives in standing? What was your main reason for 
wanting to stand or allowing yourself to be proposed by the works council?

It was a former colleague of mine on the executive of the FNV [Federatie Neder-
landse Vakbeweging, Dutch Trade Union Federation] who mentioned my name 
when the works council approached her. She had been carrying out several board 
functions before she became a Minister. She knew that I was also thinking about 
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this as a future activity after my period in the European Parliament, so that’s how 
the works council themselves heard. The works council cooperated closely with the 
selection and nomination committee of the supervisory board, which put me on 
the list and had a talk with me. At that time I was still a Member of the European 
Parliament (MEP). I am stepping down now in July 2009 and I’m aiming to get 
more involved in supervisory board functions. I’ve already had another one since 
last year, with APG Group. Our biggest pension fund ABP (more than €200 bil-
lion in assets) split off its management and administration activities into APG and 
established a supervisory board for that... And now I’m having talks about perhaps 
another one or two.

When I decided in 2005 to do this ASML supervisory board function, besides my 
work as MEP, I also decided not to use the money as my income but to put it into a 
foundation. I don’t know if you know that story about my foundation?

No, I don’t.

When I was on the Executive of the FNV, I was re-
sponsible for works councils and all those issues 
surrounding worker participation, and I was very 
much in favour of this system of involvement of 
employees at the level where strategic decisions 
are taken. So I decided to set up this foundation 
to stimulate this concept of worker participation. 
The foundation is called A Propos – it’s a refer-
ence to the right to propose.

Two years ago I organised with the money a big event together with some other 
women involved in the trade union movement and supervisory boards along with 
the present chair of the FNV, Agnes Jongerius, who’s a good friend of mine. We in-
vited both works councillors and women who might be good candidates for supervi-
sory board functions, to link the two. Quite often, what I note in the Netherlands, is 
that the works councils, particularly in the larger companies, recruit their supervi-
sory board candidates from the same old boys’ network that is already represented 
on those boards. Our message was that it’s good to have some diversity and to have 
people with different backgrounds. Hence the event.

And did you say that your pay as a director goes into the foundation?

Yes, so far. As long as I was an MEP, what I got extra was put into the foundation. 
Now of course I also have to earn my income. I shall continue to contribute some-
thing to the foundation, and will try to promote it with other supervisory board 
members, particularly those who are proposed by works councils. I’m also intend-
ing to organise a sort of a network. A long time ago, even before I was responsible 
for worker participation in the FNV, there was a network of this type of people. 
Although it wasn’t a very formalised structure at the time, supervisory board mem-
bers who had this background of being appointed as trustees of the employees paid 
a contribution to that organisation, but it’s faded out. My ambition is to see if I can 
organise something similar.

‘I decided to set up this 
foundation to stimulate 
this concept of worker 
participation. The 
foundation is called  
A Propos.’ 
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I was going to ask about the impact of your role on your career in the company, 
but I think you’ve probably explained that. Has there been any effect of your role 
on your personal/ private life? 

Yes. It was difficult to do it alongside being an MEP, because that was really a day 
and a night job. Now, I hope to have a bit more time. I used to do conferences and 
other activities when I was invited as a speaker and as a politician, but now I would 
like to be more active also in this network of board-level employee representatives 
having discussions on corporate governance and so on. 

I am appointed also, by the way, in the new monitoring committee for the Dutch 
Corporate Governance Code. There were already two committees. We had one that 
designed the corporate governance code called after its chairman, the Tabaksblat 
Code – and then there was a further commission to monitor what was happening 
and to make further recommendations, the Frijns committee. Now, there is going to 
be a third one to succeed that one, and I will be a member. So, that’s also a platform 
to promote my ideas about employee representation on the board.

Skills/training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a supervisory board member? 
What formal qualifications to have? In which subjects?

I don’t have so many formal qualifications, but it’s more my experience of having been 
on the executive of the FNV and fulfilling many board functions over that period. I 
have been dealing with legislation in my FNV period and in the European Parliament. 
One of the things that I’ve been doing as an MEP is dealing with financial markets and 
company law issues, but also all these issues concerning the supervision of financial 
markets – hedge fund market abuse and all that – and that’s quite interesting for a 
company that’s listed. ASML is a company that’s listed both in the Netherlands and 
on the NASDAQ in New York, so they have to deal with Sarbanes-Oxley and all the 
American rules and standards. From a policy point of view, I’m quite involved in all 
that. I’ve always told ASML that, for me, being engaged in policy making at the macro 
level, it was good to see how legislation works out at micro level. Of course, it sounds 
a bit strange to call it micro level, with such a billion dollar company, but in fact that 
was what I had to offer them, besides my background in trade union work and so on. 
In the Dutch situation where independent supervisory board members are appointed 
on the basis of their qualifications and networks, it’s important to have something 
more to offer than only the background of labour relations and social policy that the 
works council of course has high on its list. Both my new colleague (she’s a specialist 
on remuneration) and me, as a specialist in financial markets, had something more to 
offer. And of course the network that you come from – in my case the European and 
national political network – is important.

How do you prepare before meetings? How and where do you seek advice? 

That depends. We have of course the remuneration committee which prepares all 
the issues around bonuses, salaries and so on. We have to take the lead on these 
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matters, so we bilaterally discuss amongst us and with our own experts. So this is 
the more profound part of preparation, I think. On other issues, well, sometimes I 
try to Google myself some information. Sometimes you have to face real dilemmas. 
There was, for instance, a discussion about dividend payments. ASML had the curi-
ous situation that there were two very profitable first quarters in 2008, and even the 
third quarter was all right, but then, in the fourth quarter, there was suddenly an 
80 per cent slump across the business. That was really dramatic, but dividends, and 
also variable elements of remuneration, are based on an annual figure, so there was 
a discussion about how to handle it. Then you have to reflect on the pros and cons, 
so that’s the type of issue on which I have to form my own opinion. For the com-
panies’ business strategy, whether you should focus on one product or on multiple 
issues – that kind of thing – it’s more difficult to make a contribution: the ins and 
outs of ASML’s technology, that’s highly specialist. 

Do you ever need to go to outside experts at all, and if so, who?

On the remuneration committee we have our own external advisor with whom we 
now discuss changes to the remuneration structure. We try to do this independently 
from the Chief Executive Officer (CEO) and the management board, which tended 
to be very directive on this. Of course, for them, it’s a major interest. They used to 
have a lot of input and worked with another advisor, but we have now chosen our 
own having decided to take the lead in designing policy changes. It’s important that 
on remuneration you take the lead on the supervisory board and that you’re not 
passive and accept everything that the management board is telling you.

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union at all?

Not from the trade unions. But the FNV works together with other social partners 
on the National Register. This Register is a sort of a recruitment bureau, a head 
hunter with some advisors and a set of names of possible supervisory board candi-
dates. Companies and also works councils can hire them for a search for candidates. 
The mission of the National Register is also to professionalise the supervisory board 
function through training courses and seminars.

It’s something I’m also now reflecting with my foundation, A PROPOS, to organise 
such seminars or meetings on specific issues that are relevant for the relationship 
between the supervisory board and employees. On an issue like remuneration, you 
could sit together with supervisory board members with an employee background 
and look at the sensitive issues from the point of view of the employees. Commu-
nications with the works councils is another issue. I think it would also be good to 
reflect on what type of training would be relevant for works councils. But training is 
still quite a marginal phenomenon, although we have this right in law. 

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? Who are the other members of the board? You said earlier 
on that there are eight members of the supervisory board, of whom two are on 
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enhanced recommendation of the works council. Are the other six shareholder 
representatives?

No, no! In the Dutch situation, they are not exclusively shareholder appointees. The 
tradition in the Netherlands is more that it’s the supervisory board itself that recruits 
new people – that used to be the case. Now, the shareholders’ Annual General Meet-
ing has to appoint them, but it used to be, before we got this Tabaksblat Code, that it 
was more of an internal issue, where the ‘old boys’ appointed another friend from the 
network, and so it was quite a closed shop system. That’s been opened up now by say-
ing that there should be official appointments by the shareholders, but the initiative is 
still very much with the supervisory board in connection with the management board.

And the tradition in the Netherlands is that, very often, it’s people who come from 
management board positions, retired people, who have experience as chief execu-
tive officer or chief financial officer (CFO), or have had some other function on a 
management board. In ASML, the tradition was also to have people who have a very 
good reputation as experts in the high tech field. So we have two Americans – one 
of them also has experience as manager and chairman of a high tech company, an-
other one has Siemens and BMW as his previous background. The audit committee 
chairman is the former CFO of Akzo. My fellow supervisory board members are of 
course aware of the importance of the company being listed, but they don’t prima-
rily focus on shareholder value only. That’s the interesting thing. They are really 
focused on the long term – keeping the lead and the position as market leader in 
this technology by improving it and creating more advanced techniques.

How does your connection to the works council affect your behaviour on the 
supervisory board?

Of course, they expect you to take into account employment matters and sometimes 
to sort out compromise positions. But I’ve made it clear – also to the works coun-
cil – that I’m not there to deal with the conflicts and day-to-day issues they have 
between the works council and the location manager in Veldhoven, because that is 
another level.

They also see me particularly as someone who could be involved in the long-term 
strategy of the company and the decisions that are made at the holding level about 
the future planning of the company. That is quite unique, because a lot of Dutch 
companies have created a structure which doesn’t have employee representation 
in the holding company, so only the works council of the Dutch subsidiary of the 
holding company has the right to propose supervisory board members at subsidi-
ary level. That means that the supervisory board that exists for the Dutch part of 
Unilever, or the Dutch part of Phillips, or whatever, may only decide about Dutch 
issues, and not about the strategy of the whole company. Company strategy is de-
cided at holding level, and it is therefore very difficult for employees and works 
councils to have a say over that. 

So this is something which, at ASML, is well arranged, but a lot of other compa-
nies circumvent the highest level where the decisions are taken about future invest-
ments, mergers, takeovers and so on. That kind of issue is not dealt with by local 
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management but by this holding level. The works councils of multinationals just 
don’t have access. So, I see my role then particularly in dealing with the strategic 
level for the whole company, and not so much in getting involved in problems they 
might have about some special reorganisation plan in Veldhoven. Of course, some-
times, I’m asked to mediate in that type of issue, but that’s not my primary role.

To what extent do you collaborate especially with the other supervisory board 
member on recommendation of the works council?

We sometimes have informal contacts with the works council, and meet them in 
conferences and activities. I think this should remain and not be replaced by only 
formal contacts. The supervisory board appoints a delegation that meets officially 
with a delegation from the works council twice a year. In ASML, that’s normally 
the chairman of the supervisory board, one of the other members and one of the 
employee-nominated members, but we try to involve the whole board. We also em-
phasise that it’s the whole supervisory board that needs to communicate with the 
works council representatives. 

The interesting thing is that – I remember, the 
last time, and also one of the times before – the 
other supervisory board members were very im-
pressed by the knowledge and analysis that the 
works council people gave them. They recog-
nised that it gives you insight into what’s hap-
pening in the company, so that you’re not exclu-
sively dependent on what the management board 

is telling you or what other people in the company tell you. These are of course very 
highly educated engineers and people who know a lot not only about their own tech-
nical field but strategic issues as well. So, that’s always a very interesting meeting.

Do you feel similar to the other members of the supervisory board or different 
from them? For example, do you share views on company strategy, investments, 
employment, long/ short-term interests?

In general, yes, but there could be differences. The discussion about dividends this 
year [2009] is an example. Compared to the American members of the board, I had 
to look more at what was happening at the time with ASML and its prospect of get-
ting State support for shorter working. The government created a support scheme 
for companies that suffered this enormous downturn in activity, to prevent them 
from making people redundant by keeping them in the company on a temporary 
short-time working scheme, that was partially financed by the unemployment ben-
efit system. That happened at the time the decision had to be taken about distribut-
ing millions of euros in dividends to shareholders. That became a public discussion 
across the Netherlands, with the press saying ‘Oh, that’s ridiculous! ASML gets mil-
lions of euros from public finances to fund the short-term scheme, and then they 
hand out millions to the shareholders’. The other side of the coin, though, was that 
if we had stopped dividend payments, it would have made it difficult to retain the 
long-term investors that we would like to be there for the company, instead of be-
coming dependent on hedge funds and short-term investors. 

‘The other supervisory 
board members were 
very impressed by the 
knowledge and analysis 
that the works council 
people gave them.’ 
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So that was quite a delicate issue, but you can see that, for the American board 
members the dividend payment was beyond doubt: this whole issue about public 
financing of short-term working schemes was something that they never had heard 
of. So, there, you have the different backgrounds that play a role.

Do you ever feel in the minority at all on the supervisory board?

I was the most critical person on paying the dividends, although, in the end, I 
agreed with the decision because the other factor about long-term investors also 
appealed to me, and we made sure that there was a balanced approach: the dividend 
was lower than could have been expected. The management board didn’t get any 
bonuses in cash and no wage increase. So we tried to deal with the different levels 
of the company, that they all had to suffer something, and the dividend was not the 
full dividend. 

Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel as though you’re expected to 
deal with the kind of employment issues rather than other issues? 

Yes, of course I’m supposed to have strong feelings about employment and equality, 
and that type of issue.

And does that mean you’re sometimes expected to explain difficult decisions to the 
workers?

Well, not directly, but of course on the dividend issue, I tried to explain and defend 
to the works council and trade union the decision that we’d made in the end.

In relation to access to information, have you ever had to insist on answers to 
questions, or have you always had all the information you’ve required to take 
decisions?

This company is really very open and helpful in providing all the information.

And how do you deal with the issue of confidential information?

That’s sometimes quite difficult, because you really can’t afford to tell all the details, 
but I think that’s a matter of experience – that you get to know exactly what you can 
tell and what you can’t tell. Sometimes the problem is, that by staying vague, you can 
create the impression that there are even more problems than really the case. That’s 
always delicate. If I’m trying, for instance, to get information about something spe-
cific in these meetings with the works council, then I have to be very careful not to give 
them the impression that there is a problem. It’s one of the qualifications you need – 
to be able to manoeuvre in different circles with confidentiality and at the same time 
get the information you need and communicate what is necessary for that.

Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow at all, in other words, to divulge 
confidential information in the name of some ‘greater good’?

No, no.
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Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 
Are you actually a member of the works council as well, or were you just proposed 
by the works council?

No. In the Netherlands, as I explained, supervisory board members have to be com-
pletely independent. They are not allowed to have other ties with the company, they 
have to be independent.

So there’s no question of conflicts of interest with the works council, because 
in some systems there are. I mean, for example, in Germany, it can produce 
difficulties.

Yes. But this is one of the reasons why I think the German system is not function-
ing well. That’s why I prefer the Dutch system. I think it’s much better to have in-
dependent supervisory board members who have strictly the same position on the 
board. In Germany, that’s not the case: you’re either on one side or on the other 
side, and often the employee members are kept outside of the real strategic discus-
sions – whereas we really are at the same level as everyone else.

Exactly, yes, I can see that. Another question I was going to ask was about 
whether you ever know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with, and again, that is an issue
 in some systems, but I don’t think it’s the system in the Netherlands, because 
of your independence. Do you see what I mean? If you are, for example, 
in Germany, and you’re a board-level employee representative, you may know 
much more about the company than the manager or your line manager at 
your place of work, and this creates difficulties sometimes, but this is not an 
issue for you…

No.

…because you’re not an employee of the company…

No.

Is there a European works council in your company?

No, because there’s in fact only one European location from where employees 
operate around the world, particularly in Asia. It could be an issue, because now 
there’s an Asian Service Centre established where I think there are already more 
than 100 people working, so it could be a future development. There is another 
company in the USA, but they don’t have any tradition of this type of worker rep-
resentation. So, so far, it’s not the case, but it could be a future element, and then 
it would be logical that this European or global works council would propose the 
supervisory board members, but for now it’s this Dutch, Veldhoven, works council 
that’s doing so.
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Links with the trade unions

What are your links with the trade union/ the union movement? How would you 
characterise your role on the supervisory board with your membership of the trade 
union? How do the two kind of link together?

Not direct membership, of course, but everyone knows that I’m closely related to 
the trade union movement. That’s still my identity, because I came from there, and 
I still frequently have contacts with trade union people. But that’s more being in a 
certain network, which is not a controversial thing in the Netherlands.

But are you ever able to use your knowledge about the company to feed into union 
strategy towards the company?

I’ve been consulted sometimes by trade union negotiators, but also by the manage-
ment side. It was around the time that this issue of the dividends took place, at 
the beginning of this year [2009]. They were negotiating a restructuring plan that 
could have infringed the sector collective agreement of which they were part – it 
was about saving costs and the wage increase that was scheduled according to the 
collective agreement. So there were some talks about this, and, from both sides, I 
was consulted about how to go forward. The trade union negotiators know where 
to find me. 

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievement are you most proud 
of over your time on the supervisory board?

That’s difficult to say, because it’s part of a broader process - for instance, what 
we did with the remuneration committee in targeting the performance pay for the 
management board is more to the long term. I think it would be too arrogant to 
claim what happened as my personal achievement.

Well, the other side, what do you most regret? Is there anything that you feel you 
could have done better on the supervisory board?

No, not so far. What is positive, is that this company is drawing lessons from the 
past. There was a previous downturn at the beginning of this century, when they 
had to make a lot of people redundant. This created a lot of frustration. After that, in 
2002, they set up a system which was better at anticipating this type of vulnerabili-
ty, because it’s a very volatile sector. This time, in 2009, there were no layoffs of em-
ployees who had an employment contract with ASML, but now of course there were 
a lot of temporary agency workers performing support functions for the production 
process, and as the production process went down, a lot of agency people were dis-
missed. It was difficult to prevent this, but for the company’s future of course it was 
important to keep the hundreds of researchers in the research and development 
department in function. It remained dramatic though for the flex workers and the 
hundreds of people in the supply chain.
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What would you say are the greatest constraints on your activity? 

I could say, only quite generally, that sometimes it’s difficult to balance all differ-
ent interests, like the example I gave about all the temporary agency people and 
the people in the supply chain. The balance might also sometimes involve different 
locations. You have to make decisions about where to locate activities, so this might 
also be a dilemma, because what’s good for one place may be bad for another... you 
can’t always find a win-win situation. Some interests have to give up in favour of 
others, in the interest of the whole company.

Looking to the future, how has your role changed, or how do you think your role 
might change, given the current global financial crisis?

Well, of course the tensions are greater, and now it’s really about finding solutions 
to survive. Fortunately, in the semiconductor sector you already see some improve-
ments, thanks to the Chinese, who now have more opportunities to spend and buy 
mobile telephones and so on. In the demand for chips and chip machines there is 
already some light at the end of the tunnel. Of course, in a lot of companies this is 
not the case – on the contrary, it’s getting worse.

And has the issue of climate change ever been discussed at the supervisory board 
level, in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its environmental 
impact?

We have quite a clean technology. But from the works council this has also been 
pushed, and I also remember at several shareholder meetings, at the Annual Gener-
al Meetings, there have been shareholders asking to have an environmental annual 
report as well. There are some programmes, but they are more internal – energy 
saving and that sort of thing. The company is aware of that, and there have been 
some plans and activities to build in energy-saving systems in the design of ma-
chines, So, it’s taken on board, but it’s not an impact like, say, a big chemical plant, 
where emissions are a major issue.

How would you assess overall your role as a supervisory board member – positive 
or negative?

Yes, I think it’s really good to have a stakeholder-oriented approach and diverse 
backgrounds of people on supervisory boards to make a good strategy happen. 
That’s why I’m very supportive of this system and really want to promote it all over 
Europe, all over the world.

Do you have anything else, by way of a final comment? Is there anything I haven’t 
asked you that you’d like to tell me about, or is there a final comment you’d like to 
leave us with?

Well, it’s more linked to the Dutch perspective. I’m always trying to give the mes-
sage that diversity is important, that if works councils recruit and select candidates 
for these functions, then they shouldn’t always be looking at the same type of people 
who now dominate supervisory boards. They have to make sure that their candi-
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dates are complementary to the composition of boards, and not identical. I think it’s 
important that there will be a broader discussion around that.

The other thing is that we have to reinforce the idea of employee codetermination 
at the strategic top level of companies in European legislation. We already have the 
European Company Statute and proposed legislation for a European private com-
pany. I have used the occasion of the European Parliament’s legislative position on 
this private company statute to push for a more in-depth debate. In a resolution, 
the European Parliament has urged the Commission to launch a consultation with 
social partners on the issue of worker participation in general and also to review 
how all the different elements of EU legislation link together, including judgments 
from the European Court of Justice. One issue is where companies have relocated 
their headquarters and in that way have circumvented national legislation for work-
ers’ codetermination.

This is clearly a challenge for the social partners, and for the new Commission to 
start up a broader debate about employee representation at the top level of com-
panies. I hope also, from the German side, that there will be more flexibility in 
looking at other systems of codetermination from the German system, which they 
have always tended to consider superior. I see clear advantages for a system with in-
dependent members with a background in employee interests. I’m hopeful that the 
political debate will move away from the purely shareholder-dominated company 
model. I noticed that this discussion comes up in the UK as well, and I’ve heard 
that the Trades Union Congress in the UK is again discussing it, so this makes me 
hopeful that maybe there will be more consciousness, more awareness, about the 
importance of these issues. 
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Board-level employee 
representation in Norway

The right to have a single employee representative at board level starts 
with companies with 30 employees in Norway. In companies with more 
than 50 workers, one third of the board members come from the em-
ployees.

Employees in Norwegian companies with 30 or more employees are entitled to elect 
employee representatives on to the board of directors, and in smaller companies 
this can be done on a voluntary basis. In companies with between 30 and 50 em-
ployees, they are entitled to a single director, irrespective of the size of the board, 
and in companies with more than 50 but less than 200 employees, they are entitled 
to one third of the seats. 

The right to elect employee representatives as directors is contained in a 
number of different laws, but most forms of company are covered, as are a number 
of State agencies, such as universities. Some industries are exempted from the re-
quirement to have employee directors, including foreign shipping and newspapers.

Companies with more than 200 employees should in principle have a differ-
ent structure, with a corporate assembly (bedriftsforsamling) as well as a board. 
The corporate assembly normally has 12 members, with two-thirds elected by the 
shareholders and one third elected by and from the employees. The corporate as-
sembly has a general supervisory role and may take decisions on large scale invest-
ments or restructuring. The corporate assembly also chooses the board of directors, 
although one third of the board continues to be chosen by the employees. However, 
companies with more than 200 employees can chose not to have a corporate as-
sembly, provided that they have reached agreement with unions representing at 
least two-thirds of all the employees. In this case the employees are entitled to an 
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additional board member on top of the one third they already have, plus two ad-
ditional observers. In practice, only around one fifth of companies with more than 
200 employees have a corporate assembly.

Employee representation is not automatic in companies with fewer than 200 
employees: employees must request it, either through a formal request signed by 
at least 50 per cent of the workforce or a majority vote on the issue, which can be 
initiated by either the works council or one of the company unions. However, if 
a request along these lines is received, and the company has 30 or more employ-
ees, board-level employee representation must be established. In practice, while 
employee directors are common among larger companies, they are found less fre-
quently in smaller ones. A 2007 survey by Fafo found that 74 per cent of compa-
nies with 200 or more employees had employee directors, but the figure fell to 59 
per cent for those with between 50 and 199 employees and 37 per cent with those 
between 30 and 49. The overall percentage for all companies with 30 or more em-
ployees was 53 per cent. The same legislation applies to groups of companies, with 
employees having the right to directors on the group board. Here the Fafo study 
found a similar pattern of employee involvement: 70 per cent among those with 
200 or more employees, 65 per cent among those with 50 to 199 employees, 26 per 
cent among those with 30 to 49 employees, and 52 per cent overall.

Employee directors are elected by the whole workforce and they must them-
selves be employees. However, the unions have considerable influence on the proc-
ess and often the leading union figures within the company are also the employee 
representatives on the board. The situation has been affected by legislation aiming 
to ensure that at least 40 per cent of board members are women, which came into 
effect at the start of 2008. In relation to employee directors, the legislation requires 
that both sexes must be represented if two or more board members are elected by 
the employees. This does not apply if one sex makes up more than 20 per cent of 
the workforce. However, this legislation only applies to public limited companies 
(the ASA companies). There are some 250 ASA companies but they account for ap-
proximately half the workforce in the private sector.

Employee directors have the same powers and rights as all other directors.
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Nationality: Norwegian
Date of birth: 1962
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): ‘I am employed by Nordea Bank Norway ASA, but I sit 
on the board of Nordea Bank AB, the parent company. Nordea Bank AB is listed on the stock exchange, 
but not in Oslo. Nordea Bank Norway ASA is independent, but many of its decisions are taken by Nordea 
Bank AB head office in Stockholm.’
Sector: Financial services
Location of Headquarters: Stockholm, Sweden
Size of the company: Operating profit: ∑3,701m (2008); total assets: ∑488bn (September 2009)
Number of employees: 28,000 in the Nordic countries; 33,000 full-time equivalents across the whole 
company
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: Nordic countries; Estonia, Germany, Latvia, Lithua-
nia, Luxembourg, Poland, UK; Singapore, USA
Date of joining company: 1981
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Customer advisor
Name of union: Nordea Union Norway
Date elected to board: 2007
Number of employees represented: 33,000 across the whole company; around 28,000 in the Nordic 
countries
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Chief shop steward in 
Nordea Norway; vice president, Nordea union board; member of the group council

Steinar Nickelsen (financial services) – 
‘The role is educative, challenging and 
very exciting’19

19 The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 8 May 2009 (in English). 
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Operation of the board

How many board members there are? How many are employee representatives?

In total, there are fourteen, of whom four are employee representatives. That’s one 
from each Nordic country, of whom three are fixed members and one is a deputy, so 
we rotate the position of deputy for a period of six months each.

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

The board has ultimate responsibility when it comes to everything that relates to 
the company’s business activities.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? Or do you share the 
same responsibilities?

We have the same responsibilities.

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders? Or are they entirely independent?

They are entirely independent. The shareholders don’t even ratify our election. So 
the rest of the board is elected at the Annual General Meeting, but we are not elect-
ed at the Annual General Meeting.

And how long is your term of office?

It’s actually only one year, so we have run for re-election if we want to. That also 
goes for the rest of the board members.

How often does the board meet?

Once a month, normally. There can be extra meetings as well, if that’s needed.

What sub-committees or committees does the board have? Which ones do you 
belong to? 

Yes, we do have committees. There are remuneration, audit and credit committees. 
Actually, we don’t belong to any of the committees. We have raised the question, 
but we could be an associate member of the credit committee without any kind of 
responsibility, but we are not a member of any other committees.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation?

It’s normally one week prior to the meeting.
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Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a 
employee board-level employee representative in this company? How were you 
selected/ elected to the board? For example, were you elected or appointed by a 
trade union – if so, which?

We are nominated by the trade union, and elected only by members of the union 
within Nordea. The density of union membership in the company is about 70 per 
cent.

What were your personal motives in standing and getting elected to the Board?

Well, at least in Norway, the National Finance Sector Union wants the chief shop 
stewards or all the presidents of the union to be on the board of directors, so that’s 
the kind of policy they want. And of course, you have to be willing yourself, that’s 
the starting point of course. Then you are nominated and asked if you are willing to 
take the position. So my union committee here in Norway asked if I wanted to be 
a board member. It doesn’t necessarily have to be the chief shop steward, but it’s 
normal that it will be the top man or woman.

What has been the impact of your role on your career in the company? 
For example, what was the reaction of your colleagues?

I would say it would be favourable, and would help your career when you want a 
new position, when you retire as a union representative. So it will, I think, help 
that you have been part of the board of directors. It is, of course, only one factor – I 
mean, it doesn’t give you that much credit, that alone won’t boost your career, but 
it’s a small part that will help you.

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal/private life?

I try to do the work during working hours, but sometimes you have to spend time 
at the weekends as well to go through the board papers, because there are normally 
quite a lot. I try to make working hours enough, but yes, there will sometimes be 
some reading in the evenings and also at the weekends.

Does that cause problems at all?

No, I wouldn’t say that it causes me problems. I mean, I’m a full-time union repre-
sentative and I can very much define how I do my work, so that’s a flexible way to 
deal with it.
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Skills/ training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects? 

Well, first, it’s very much experience that I gained through many years working in 
the Bank. I started off as a customer advisor in the Bank, working in the front line 
for over 17 years, and I had also then attended a lot of different committees over the 
years, learning a lot about how the Bank is organised and how it works, both the 
retail part and also the production area. So, I would say it’s mostly based on experi-
ence, and not that much on theoretical education.

What special skills have you brought to your role? 

I would say that it’s really the human factor. That means interactions between man-
agement and employees…everything that goes with human relations. That goes, of 
course, a bit with the role of union representative, because you have a lot of contact 
with people all around the Bank, and you also know the organisation quite well and 
what is going on. So accounting and all the technical things…that’s not our strong-
est part, but of course some of us have some skills there as well, so we do have some 
complementary skills that we can utilise.

How do you prepare before meetings?

The union representatives always have pre-meetings, where we discuss the board 
material together. Mostly we have to discuss it together as union representatives, 
due to the confidentiality of the material.

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union? 

Through the union you can attend training courses for board representatives. Actu-
ally, I am going to take part in some in June [2009], but more as a lecturer than as 
a student, to share some of my experiences.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? How do you generally get on with the shareholder 
representatives on the board?

It’s a more or less professional relationship, though we also have some social gath-
erings. Before the board meetings, we meet the evening before because we start the 
meetings at eight o’clock in the morning, so we have a dinner together and socialise. 
So that helps… but mostly, it’s a professional relationship, and a good relationship, 
I would say.

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board?
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Well, you started asking about responsibility… We have full responsibility as board 
members, so of course we have to try to be part of every discussion, but as I said, 
our speciality is what is going on between management and employees, and trying 
to take care of the employees’ interests. So that is a main factor for us, to try to con-
tribute as best we can when it comes to those kinds of question.

To what extent do you collaborate with the other board-level employee 
representatives?

The other board-level employee representatives all come from their respective 
banking unions – the union name is more or less the same. It’s Finansforbundet in 
Denmark and Norway and Finansförbundet in Sweden, so we’re all from the same 
background. We have the pre-meeting the same day, because we have to travel and 
so it’s very much focused on the costs. But, of course, if there are certain issues that 
we really need to discuss beforehand, we can do that by phone.

Do you feel similar to the shareholder representatives on the board or different 
from them? For example, in relation to views on company strategy, investments, 
employment, long/ short-term interests?

On strategy, I think we share more or less the same view as the rest of the board, in 
most cases, I would say. That is, I can speak only for the two years I’ve been on the 
board. But sometimes when it comes to the more human-related questions, then 
there can be differences, for instance, over cost-cutting. 

Do you ever feel in the minority on those occasions? If so, what strategies/ 
alliances do you adopt? I suppose it’s a question about influence really.

Yes, sometimes we feel that we are in a minority, but we argue as best as we can 
for our opinion. Sometimes we then get support from other board representatives. 

Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated, for example, 
in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers?

We feel like equal partners and do not feel that we are being manipulated.

Have you ever had to insist on answers to questions, or do you get all the 
information you require?

No, I would say that we get all the information that we require.

How do you deal with the question of confidential information?

Mostly, colleagues in the union recognise that we have to respect confidentiality. 
They do so because they know that if there are any leaks it could break the kind of 
trust we have, and that would really hurt us very much as union representatives, 
not only us, but the whole union. But, of course, when there are matters that are of 
really serious importance, then we can sometimes discuss them with advisors in the 
national union if granted by the chairman of the board. 
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Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow? That is, to divulge confidential 
information?

There is always that temptation. But if there are some things that we really need to 
discuss, we have the chance of raising them within the board and saying that these 
are things that are of utmost importance to us, so we want to discuss them with 
someone. So, we can be open about everything, and ask for some kind of permission 
to do that.

And does that ever work?

It works, but we have to be open about it. If it’s talks about mergers or acquisitions, 
then we might, after a while, have the chance of discussing them with advisors, if we 
are granted the right to do so from the board.

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues or others? 

As a board member of Nordea Bank Norway ASA, I have the same remuneration 
as external board members. As a board member of Nordea Bank AB we, as em-
ployee representatives, don’t get any remuneration. At the end of the year we get 
one month’s extra salary for the extra effort that comes with the board work. But it 
doesn’t create any awkwardness with colleagues or anyone else.

Links with workplace representatives and trade unions

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 
You said you’re the chief shop steward at Nordea Norway, and you’re also on the 
Nordic union board. Does membership of those committees ever create conflicts 
of interest for you?

I wouldn’t say that has created very much conflict, no, I wouldn’t say so. It’s more 
that you have different information sources, and that will help you actually – when 
you have information from more than one source. So, so far, I wouldn’t say there 
has been any conflict of interest in having different roles.

Do you ever feel that you know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with? If so, how do you cope?

No, I wouldn’t say so, because they also know that we, as union representatives, 
know a lot about what is going on in the business. That has not been a problem, no.

What is your relationship with the European works council at Nordea?

We don’t have one, because we have a better way of exerting influence, I would 
say. We have what we call a group council, which convenes four times a year, and 
we have also what we call consultative committees, for each business area, where 
we are actually part of the decision-making process together with management at 
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a cross-border level. That is something we have been trying to promote with the 
EU Commission. So, yes, we have a better way, I would say. I am a member of the 
group council.

How would you define your role in relation to collective bargaining?

Funny you ask me, because we are currently in close negotiations here in Norway 
for the whole finance sector, but I am involved as a committee board member of the 
finance sector union in Norway. And I am also the chief negotiator when we have 
negotiations at the Nordea Bank Norway. We don’t have negotiations for all the 
Nordic countries together. That’s done at national level. We have both an agree-
ment for Nordea Norway, and also of course for the whole Norwegian banking and 
insurance sector. 

How does your position influence trade union strategies towards the company 
(since you know the ‘real’ position of the company)? Is it ever a problem that you’ll 
know much more about the company performance than the union negotiators?

No, I wouldn’t say so, because when we have the annual review, all these figures are 
made known to the public, and also the quarterly results, so I would say that that 
doesn’t cause any problems, because everyone knows the results. Of course, I know 
the results before anyone else, you could say… When you know the results, and the 
results are good, you can use that in negotiations, but that’s not a big advantage that 
I have as a board member. All the figures are really known to everyone. And it’s hard 
to utilise certain information from the board that the public don’t know, because 
then I would be revealing things that I shouldn’t, if you see what I mean.

How is your position within the union affected by being a board member? Do you 
find that sometimes some people lower in the union don’t understand the role very 
well, whereas those perhaps higher up do?

I can understand that view, and to some extent it can sometimes be a dilemma, but 
on the other hand I think it can be handled by really speaking your mind on the 
board and getting your statements into the minutes, so that you can demonstrate 
that you have shared or given your views on important matters in the proper way to 
the board. So there are pros and cons, I can agree with that, but mostly I see it as an 
advantage to get all the information.

Overall... and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud of?

This might be a hard one to answer. Well, there again, I think it comes back to im-
proving working conditions for the employees or trying to hold back when it comes 
to cost-cutting for the employees, especially the downsizing processes. That’s where 
we can contribute the most. I feel that we have some influence over decisions in that 
area.
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What do you most regret? 

Sometimes you think you should have maybe said something more in different 
cases, but I actually can’t think of any particular cases where we should have done 
more.

How would you describe the greatest constraints on your activity?

As a full-time trade union official, I don’t find that there are any constraints or hin-
drances. 

Looking to the future, how has your role changed/ how do you think your role 
might change given the current global financial crisis?

The pace of change has got quicker, and I need constantly to be updating myself on 
trends and developments, but otherwise the role itself hasn’t changed that much. 

Still looking to the future, has the issue of climate change ever been discussed 
at board level in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its 
environmental impact?

Our annual report on corporate social responsibility has referred to this issue, and 
I would expect it to do so increasingly in the future. 

How do you assess the balance of advantage/ disadvantage in being a board 
member?

The main advantage is that I have good overview 
of the whole company, and I receive informa-
tion that I can use as a trade union representa-
tive. The main disadvantage is the confidentiality 
clause, which can sometimes lead to dilemmas as 

a board member. But overall, the advantages outweigh the disadvantages.

Anything else by way of background or final comment?

The role is educative, challenging and very exciting!

‘The main advantage is 
that I have good overview 
of the whole company.’   
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Board-level employee 
representation in Poland

Polish legislation provides for employee representatives at superviso-
ry board level in State-owned and partially privatised enterprises, as 
well as even greater powers in some State-owned enterprises. However, 
there is no right to employee representation on the boards of private 
companies.

Poland has undergone a major process of economic restructuring since 1989 with 
successive governments privatising the bulk of previously State-owned enterprises. 
Figures from the Ministry of the Treasury show that – by the end of June 2009 – 
5,947 enterprises had started or completed the process of privatisation. 

The influence of employees at board or management level reflects the differ-
ent stages that individual enterprises have reached in that process – the more pri-
vatisation has advanced, the less the extent of employee involvement at board level. 

In enterprises which are entirely State-owned, and where the privatisation 
process has not started, the 1981 Act on workers’ self-management still applies. 
This provides for ‘workers’ councils’, elected by all employees, which have substan-
tial powers. These include choosing the manager and the right to object to decisions 
taken by management – conflicts are solved first through conciliation and then by 
the labour court. In addition, an assembly of all employees has to agree a range of 
issues, including rules on the operation of the business. However, privatisation and 
industrial restructuring has greatly reduced the number of companies in this situ-
ation and many of those which remain are in severe economic difficulties, substan-
tially reducing the freedom of action for the workers’ councils.

The next group of companies are where the process of privatisation has 
begun. These enterprises have been transformed into companies but the State re-
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mains the sole or majority shareholder. In these cases employees are entitled to 
two fifths of the seats on the supervisory board, and in most circumstances, if the 
company has more than 500 employees, to a member of the management board as 
well. These individuals are elected by a secret ballot of all employees. (The Polish 
system provides for supervisory boards in public limited companies to oversee the 
management board, which runs the company on a day-to-day basis.) 

The final stage in the process of privatisation is where the State still holds 
some shares but is no longer the majority shareholder. Here the employees are en-
titled to around one third of the seats – two seats on a board of six, three where 
the board has seven to 10 members, and four where the board has more than 10 
members. The right to a seat on the management board is maintained in these cir-
cumstances.

In all these cases the employee representatives have the same rights as other 
board members.

Employees have no right to seats on the supervisory boards of companies 
which are entirely in private ownership and in many cases the completion of the 
privatisation process resulted in the abolition of employee representation at board 
level.
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Krzysztof Jasek (brewing industry) – 
‘I have a dream that EU legislation 
would require employee representation 
in the boardroom of every company’20

20  The interview was conducted by Adam Mrozowicki on 5 June 2009 in Polish and translated from the Polish 
by himself.

Nationality: Polish
Date of Birth: 1958
Name of company (and parent if applicable): Grupa Zywiec SA (Zywiec Group Plc). Parent company: 
Heineken Holding (majority of shares through Brau Union AG)
Sector: Brewing
Location of Headquarters: Warsaw, Poland
Size of the company: Gross profits in 2008: 1,895,601,000 PLN (about ∑540,057,264); net turnover: 
415,775,000 PLN (∑118,454,415)
Number of employees: 1,426 in the brewery in the city of Zywiec (2008); 6,026 across the whole Grupa 
Zywiec SA (2006); 54,000 across Heineken International, covering 65 countries, of whom 14,737 are 
in Western Europe and 21,237 in Central and Eastern Europe (2009)
Number of countries where it has subsidiaries: Grupa Zywiec SA is only located in Poland. Heineken 
Holding has locations in 22 European countries, 15 African countries, 10 countries in Asia-Pacific, and 
14 countries in the Americas
Date of joining the company: 1983 
In which capacity (e.g. professional background): Manual worker in a cold store
Current position: Administrative director in Zywiec brewery
Name of union: NSZZ Solidarnosc (Independent and Self-Governing Union Solidarnosc)
Date elected to board: 1991 
Number of employees represented: 6,026 (in 2006); current estimate is around 6,100, which includes 
some 2,000 union members (density of union membership in breweries is around 70 per cent)
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Trade union represent-
ative since 1987 ; at the time of the interview, vice-president of NSZZ Solidarnosc in the company; presi-
dent of a tailor-made works council. Also president of the Heineken’s European Works Council (EWC)
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Operation of the board

How many supervisory board members are there? How many are employee 
representatives? 

There are seven supervisory board members in Grupa Żywiec SA, including one 
employee representative.

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

The responsibilities of the board are fully in line with those specified by Polish com-
mercial law. Powers of the supervisory board (SVB) include, among others, ongoing 
general supervision of the activity of the company and, in special and justified cases, 
the suspension of some or all members of the management board on good grounds, 
and the delegation of the SVB’s member or members to perform temporarily the 
duties of management board members who have been dismissed, have been sus-
pended or are unable to perform their duties for other reasons.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? 

All supervisory board members have the same rights and duties. No special rights 
and responsibilities of employee representatives are specified by Polish law. 

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders? Or are they entirely independent?

No, they are entirely independent. They are elected by all employees. 

How often does the board meet?

In the last two years, the board has met at least once every three months. In earlier 
years, the meetings were more frequent.

What committees/ subcommittees does the board have? Which ones do you 
belong to? 

There are two subcommittees, that is, the audit committee and the remuneration 
committee. But I am not a member of either of these subcommittees. 

How soon before meetings do you receive papers/ documentation? 

I receive documentation about two weeks in advance. However, I know 80 per cent 
of the issues well in advance due to my work on the European works council and 
due to my position as the leader of a joint union representation committee in the 
firm.
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Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in this company? How were you selected/ elected 
to the board? For example, were you elected or appointed by a trade union – if so, 
which?

It was a standard process. The Act on Privatisation specified that 1/3 of seats in the 
board should be granted to employees. I did not enter the elections for the first term. 
It was a very turbulent period connected with privatisation. But in the next term, 
in 1991, there was a standard election, each employee had one vote, and there were 
four candidates. And this was my first term of office. Afterwards it went on without 
a break. I was chosen for each subsequent term. At the moment, there is only one 
employee representative in the company. The State has no more shares. However, we 
retained one seat because cooperation between unions and management is strong in 
this firm. In 1997 we signed an agreement, which we amended only slightly in 2006 
when the Act on Information and Consultation of Employees was passed. 

What were your personal motives in standing/ getting elected?

Back then, due to a high number of employees in the supervisory board, they had 
really strong voice. The SVB was a forum where the most important decisions about 
investments and the strategy of the firm were made. The knowledge about them 
meant a lot because at this time in Poland it was unusual to inform employees about 
what was going on in a company. So to acquire this knowledge was my first motive. 
And secondly, the participation in the SVB gave you an influence on relevant issues. 
It was clear that profits were most important for the firm but we wanted to make 
them with human face. These motives have not changed until now. Although there 
is only one employee on the supervisory board, the assumptions remain the same. 
First, we want to have access to information, to avoid conflicts and to be able to 
solve some problems at the table. And second, the goal is to have influence over the 
issues of the firm.

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company? (including 
reaction of colleagues)

I started my career here, in the brewery, as a manual worker in 1983. I worked in 
a cold store, and you can say that I passed through all stages. I finished university 
studies in information science and management whilst in full-time employment. I 
attended a lot of courses and training. In 1987 I was elected to the trade union of-
fice. I was a full-time union officer, the president of the trade union Solidarność in 
this brewery. And then, when I ceased to be the president of the union, I moved to 
the administration in the firm and I advanced there higher and higher. Currently, I 
am head of administration in the brewery in Żywiec. 

My career was influenced much more by my trade union activism than my partici-
pation on the SVB. My participation on the SVB resulted from my position as presi-
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dent of a trade union. I think that people initially elected me because I performed 
this role. Nowadays, it is not the main reason to elect me because I am no longer the 
president of NSZZ Solidarność, but the vice-president. But I think that it still plays 
an important role. As far as my career is concerned, membership of the SVB has cer-
tainly influenced it. Being a member of the SVB meant that you were a superior to 
the board of directors. So it had an impact, perhaps not a direct one, but my direct 
supervisor started to treat me differently when I got elected to the SVB. 

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal/private life?

It had an immense influence, especially in terms of time. Again, it was not that 
much about the SVB but trade unions. It has given me hard time until now. Because 
when there is work, it has to be done. It is not a State-owned firm. Big concerns 
are well-organised, they pay well, but they also have big expectations. So, first, it is 
the work itself. Second, there is the issue of continuous training. Third, there is the 
work on the SVB for which you need to prepare. Before it was only the brewery in 
Żywiec but today, as the company has expanded, there are five breweries: Żywiec, 
Warka, Leżajsk, Elbląg and Cieszyn, plus distribution firms. There are 6,000 peo-
ple as compared with 1,200 when I started working here. It takes a lot of time to 
comprehend that. Besides ongoing work in administration, there is my trade union 
activism, which takes a lot of time, too. And now the European works council at 
Heineken comes on the top of all this. So my home and family are subordinated to 
this work. But my household accepts it because today, as I talk with people, you can 
either have a lot of work or you have no work at all. And in between the two there 
is some kind of stability which is usually very dangerous because it makes you rest 
on your laurels. If there is any kind of breakdown, you can easily be left in the lurch.

Skills/ training

What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I did my university studies in information science and management. They covered 
computer systems supporting management processes. I also did the State-run 
training courses which prepares employees to act on SVBs. These were very difficult 
courses because the law kept changing. So this is how I learnt about formal-juridical 
issues. And as far as business issues are concerned, to be honest, I learnt them 
through practice. It was the only way. There were a lot of advisors coming from 
the West. From today’s perspective, they had some theoretical knowledge, but they 
could not apply it in this environment. They did not feel this Socialist economy, and 
even private companies applied old rules. There were also a lot of lectures by people 
who had business experience from the West and also had Polish roots. And I learnt 
a lot by attending these lectures. This was like a balm to my heart. 

What special skills have you brought to your role?

Because I am employed in a brewery, it is much easier for me than for somebody 
from outside who looks at a piece of paper or computer file and analyses the figures. 
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I spend a lot of time during my work on the issues that are later analysed at SVB 
meetings, so I know a lot of things without any documents.

How do you prepare before meetings?

Since in this firm each zloty counts, each investment is examined in all possible 
ways. We get all material two to three weeks in advance before meetings and the 
preparation altogether takes not more than two to three days. And the SVB helps 
me to go much deeper into the questions of costs and the influence of business de-
cisions on the company’s indicators. So I focus on these problems when I read the 
material I get before meetings. 

How and where do you seek advice? From outside experts? If so, from whom?

I would say that the SVB gets only very concise information. As an employee I know 
many more details. Personally, I do not seek advice. However, sometimes consul-
tancy reports are commissioned on specific projects. For instance, we had a large 
project called ‘Copernicus’ over the last 18 months. We merged a dozen or so sales 
and distribution entities. It was a process that concerned more than 4,000 people, 
which involved shifting staff and changing work organisation and structures. So it 
required a lot of attention and commitment of the people and for this an external 
firm was engaged. 

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union?

In the first phase of my activity, trade union training was very important. In the proc-
ess of privatisation, I went through plenty of business training courses. Solidarność 
did a lot to prepare trade unionists in State-owned firms for privatisation. And in-
dependently from that, there were also courses that were not directly related to my 
activity on a supervisory board but which helped me to function well within a firm 
in terms of business activities. Of course, this helped me a lot during the meetings 
of the SVB. But it stopped in 1999/2000 and, practically, I did not take advantage 
of these courses anymore because it was something I already knew very well. How-
ever, again, as a part of cooperation with the employer, we organise some common 
courses. For instance, quite recently, in the framework of a new distribution struc-
ture, in which Poland is divided into five large regions, the human resource (HR) 
chief managers and trade unionists met. This was purely business training about 
how to act within this new structure. This one was organised by the employer and 
we, as trade unions, will organise similar training in September [2009] and invite 
the same people from HR to join us.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with the 
other board members? Who are the other members of the board?

The structure of the SVB is based on ownership, so there are predominantly the 
representatives of Heineken. The seat of Central and Eastern Europe Region is in  
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Vienna. The boss of this region is the chairman of the SVB. Then there are a repre-
sentative of the headquarters in Amsterdam, and a financial adviser from Austria. 
There is also another manager from Poland. There are two representatives from 
Australia, because that is the second main shareholder (Harbin B.V.), which has a 
35 per cent stake. And I am there, too. 

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board? 

Just like any other corporation, Heineken is based on strict procedures. There is a pro-
cedure to deal with everything. Yet, many decisions are taken not at the level of SVB 
or the management board, but at the level of the region. This is a huge firm which has 
breweries across the whole of Europe. So, for instance the investment policy goes be-
yond a single country. Taking this into account, I would say that everything is prepared 
to the extent that the supervisory board just approves it. There is rarely any discussion. 
At the moment, it is untypical because you are trying to save in all possible ways. Even 
though there have been continuous cost-cutting programmes for years, nowadays de-
cisions are made, I would say, under duress: we cut costs because we simply have to! 

As an employee representative, I have no ambition to influence the decisions of 
the corporation because I am not there to do so. I communicated the fact that I 
represent employees to the management board and to employees from the very 
beginning. So if there is any issue which has an impact on employees, I enter into 
discussion. If there is anything which should be discussed at SVB meetings, in the 

context of new technologies, new organisational 
structures or any decisions which could influence 
the employment climate in the company, then it 
is discussed and my voice is taken into account. 

To what extent do you collaborate with the other board-level employee 
representatives?

This doesn’t arise, as there are no other board-level employee representatives.

Do you feel similar to the other members of the board or different from them? 
For example, in relation to views on the company: do you share views on company 
strategy, investments, employment, long/ short-term interests?

I would say that my position is often closer to the management board than the su-
pervisory board because I know what they – the management board– wants. We 
discuss it with them and often agree with them. Of course, it happens from time to 
time that we have different views. 

Do you ever feel in a minority? If so, what strategies/ alliances do you adopt?

I am aware of my possibilities. In a private firm, decisions are taken on the basis of 
the number of votes which reflect the ownership structure. Once, employees had 12 
per cent of shares. Today, it is just a fraction of one per cent. However, I have never 
felt that they have tried to remind me of this at any time or in any way.

‘My voice is taken into 
account.’   
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Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated, for example, 
in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers?

It happens very rarely because we discuss everything well in advance. The Act on 
the Information and Consultation of Employees, which has been recently enforced, 
requires management to provide information to people in advance. However, we 
have used similar procedures in Grupa Żywiec SA already for 12 years, and it has 
become like second nature to everybody. What’s more, because I am on the Euro-
pean works council (EWC) of Heineken, I very often have information much earlier 
than our board in Poland. We have an agreement there on information and consul-
tation at this level as well. For instance, when in the last year Heineken took over a 
brewery in Scotland, I knew about it almost at the same time that negotiations were 
taking place. This was a very delicate issue, because there is the stock market, there 
are the rights of shareholders, and this is confidential information, but Heineken is 
a company which pays attention to this procedure and it informs. 

On the other hand, one can say, if I know about all these issues, why am I needed 
there? Because there are decisions there, and it is the SVB that endorses them. As 
I said, we do not always agree and there were certain decisions about the closure 
of a brewery a long time ago, which were taken by the SVB. So we postponed it for 
almost two years for the sake of the employees. If there had been no employees 
on the SVB, and there were three of us at the time, the decision would have been 
taken purely on the basis of indicators. But we took into account public feelings and 
relations with the local city – there was a lot of unemployment at this time – and 
we suggested that huge protests were possible and that the losses caused by this 
closure might have been much larger than the savings. 

Have you ever had problems in accessing information? Have you ever had to insist 
on answers to questions?

There are no problems over access to information. We get all the necessary informa-
tion well in advance from the SVB. It enables us to negotiate, among other things, 
the issue of lay-offs both with employees and the employer. 

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information?

I have the feeling that I would cause more damage to an employee if I told him about cer-
tain plans of the firm, for instance to dismiss him. So our trade union strategy is that we 
want to know well in advance about such plans to react rationally to them. For instance, 
if lay-offs are announced at the last minute, trade unions will always say ‘no’. Even if it 
had been fully rational decision, the trade union’s role is not to allow an employer to dis-
miss people. So we say: ‘Tell us in advance, so we can do everything possible to handle it 
without disagreements’. If we do not succeed, there will be a dispute in any case. 

It took us a long time before we established such relations with the employer. There 
were many disputes about it. We used many legal tricks when we found out about 
dismissals. We told people to take sick leave, or we did not accept official letters 
from the management. It was like guerrilla warfare. But that is not a good way of 
working, which should bring the best solutions both for the people and the firm. 
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Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow? That is, divulge confidential 
information in the name of some ‘greater good’? 

We do not divulge this kind of information. What would it change if a man knew that 
his job was endangered? It would just cause huge stress, he would come here five times 
a day and we could not tell him anything because we were still negotiating. So both 
older and younger workers learnt that we would call them only if we had a solution for 
them, the best possible solution. So we tell them: ‘you have to transfer to this depart-
ment so you will not lose your job’. Otherwise, we show them a table of compensation 
for laid-off workers and argue that they could get a very similar amount of money if 
they worked until retirement age, and they can decide. And so far we have always had 
a longer list of people who wanted to go, so these were very simple discussions. 

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 
Are you also a member of a works council?

I am the president of a joint body of trade unions, which in the Żywiec Group plays 
the role of works council. It was created before the Act on the Information and 
Consultation of employees was passed. It has similar prerogatives to work councils. 
So when the Act was passed, the management board issued a statement to all em-
ployees that the joint body of trade unions would play the role of works council in 
the Żywiec Group. 

Does your membership of the works council ever present conflicts of interest?

Refer to my answers to earlier questions.

Do you ever feel you know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with? If so, how do you cope?

I am sure about it. Perhaps it is not exactly that I know more than management. But 
the members of management know only what is necessary to cooperate with other 
departments. Due to my function, I have a broader knowledge. A manager knows the 
details but he lacks this broad context which I and the council of delegates know about. 

What is your relationship with the European works council?

I have been active on the EWC since about 1997. I am its president as it turned 
out that colleagues from the European Union (EU) countries chose me! It was a 
process, of course, because at the beginning we appeared there a bit at a push. We 
entered as one of the first Polish representations on a European works council. We 
were not in the EU at this time and the directive required being at least associated 
with the EU, which we were not either. And Heineken was not a major shareholder, 
so there were no grounds to let us into this EWC. On the other hand, I knew the 
directive and I knew that it was important for us to join the EWC. And I also knew 
that employees in Heineken had negotiated an agreement. 
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But the most important thing for me was to learn how it was with trade unions in the 
West. It was a very dangerous moment back then in Poland when they tried to take 
away a lot of things from the people, the things being called the ‘relics of socialism’. 
For me, contact with the people from Holland and Italy, and from the headquarters 
of the group, was extremely important. And it turned out to be right strategy. In 
half a year, I knew all collective agreements and social pacts in Heineken. From the 
beginning I learnt from them, I collected all possible documents and tried to imple-
ment them in our conditions. So, for instance the agreement on compensation for 
dismissed workers is on the Dutch pattern. We have a lot of things in a collective 
agreement taken from the French and Italians. It is a collection of issues which 
nobody could undermine as a ‘relic of socialism’ because they also were common 
in Western countries. We have for example a bonus system – each employee gets 
25 per cent of his or her wage before Christmas and Easter – and length of service 
awards. There are similar provisions in company-level collective agreements in the 
West. They are applied even if they exist under different names or on different oc-
casions. 

The EWC in Heineken is controlled by trade unions. According to Polish law, Polish 
representatives to the EWC are delegated by trade unions. We have three places 
on the EWC due to the number of our employees. We have an agreement among 
all trade unions in Grupa Żywiec SA. To avoid disputes, we divided places on the 
EWC by functions. First, the president of the joint body of trade unions is always 
a delegate to the EWC. Due to his function, contacts with the management board, 
knowledge and his role in Poland it was important for us that he was on the EWC. 
The second person is the leader of NSZZ Solidarność because in the Żywiec Group 
it is the largest trade union. The third delegate is rotationally elected by each brew-
ery. And these are people who decide whether to organise elections or to appoint a 
candidate through the unions. And it works well so far. 

Links with trade unions

What are your links with your trade union/ the union movement? How does your 
position influence trade union strategies towards the company (since you know 
the ‘real’ position of the company)?

No matter if I was or wasn’t an employee representative, I would have the same 
strategy. If you look at a company from outside, an employer and an employee al-
ways have contradictory interests. On the other hand, if you look at modern man-
agement techniques and ask what the most important assets of a company are, 
every president will say that these are the workers. So if I have employees who are 
generally content with their jobs, it’s clear that they will work well. Hence, an em-
ployee is the link which makes a firm better than a competitor. Therefore I think 
that the reconciliation of the interests of employer and employee is in the joint in-
terest of both employer and employee. 

It is easy to compare the relations in a family to the relations in a firm. If these rela-
tions are good, everything goes well, if they are bad, everything starts to go wrong. 
So what needs to be done to make these relations good? From the perspective of an 
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employee, he should have a tolerably stable job and good pay. And if he has them, 
the pyramid of needs emerges. He wants to be treated well and if he is treated well, 
he wants still something more. So we have this framework in a form of a social fund, 
we have our own local clinic. If he has all these things, the only task which remains 
is to guard the employment climate in a firm. 

Of course, that is not to say it’s so embellished here, because it’s not. We have doz-
ens, even hundreds, of problems, there are different people and everybody has his 
own character, both employee and manager. But the general politics requires us 
to try to talk to people, to find a consensus and to achieve something step by step. 

How would you define your role in relation to industrial relations in the company? 

In general, the whole activity of the SVB comes down to endorsing the decisions 
which are prepared in a very detailed way at different levels of the corporation. This 
is why I would say that my influence on what happens during SVB meetings begins 
much earlier. It is strictly connected with the activity of the trade unions. We have 
had a structure similar to a workers’ council since 1997. It works like this. There 
are six trade union organisations, NSZZ Solidarność, four union organisations be-
longing to OPZZ and the Trade Union of Engineers and Technicians. In Polish law 
there is a gap, because it does not specify how trade unions should act in a company 
which has a holding structure. So we took advantage of the regulation in the Trade 
Union Act which made it possible to establish a joint trade union representative 
body. Even though the law suggests that this joint body may be established only 
in a crisis situation, it doesn’t say that it can’t continue afterwards. So we created a 
joint trade union body in which all trade union organisations are associated. And 
this body signed a cooperation agreement with the board of the Żywiec Group. It is 
written there, following the example of the EWC and the works councils, that the 
entire joint union body, which has 30 members, should have a meeting with the 
management board at least twice a year. Once a year we can organise training for 
these people, depending on needs. We can appoint external experts. The second 
point of the agreement says that a five-person delegate council should be appointed 
from this joint body. Recently, the sixth person was added from the distribution de-
partment. The delegate council has regular meetings with the management board. 
In the regulations, it is laid down that we should meet at least once a quarter, but 
in fact we got used to meeting each other at least once a month over the last ten 
years. So at this level we solve a lot of issues which are then passed to the SVB. For 
instance, we discuss both new investments and the closure of production lines. 

Do you feel particularly concerned not to harm company performance? 

I don’t think our strategy can harm company performance. The company can be 
compared with a machine. We buy it, maintain it, grease it, and repair it to make it 
work well. And exactly the same applies to employees. We have them to make the 
company work well. We have communicated to management our main strategy ever 
since. This is the strategy of catching up with the West. For instance, when we dis-
cuss a pay rise, the collective agreement we concluded says that it should increase 
automatically relative to inflation. Once, when inflation was 0.8 per cent or 1.8 per 
cent it was easy, but now it is 4.2 per cent. It is the crisis, the beer market is falling. 
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The mark-up decreases because the government introduced an astronomical excise 
duty on spirits. Exchange rates changed, too, and that has great leverage on eco-
nomic results. The management board tells us that problems are too much for them 
this year. So we tell them: ‘Listen, this is inflation. We are not asking you to raise 
pay levels but just to maintain employees’ purchasing power’. And the fact that in 
the West there is also inflation, often similar to ours, and that they often do not raise 
wages gives us a chance to catch up a bit with them. I should add that taking into 
account performance indicators, we are the best. So no one can argue that we per-
form badly as employees. ‘You pay us well and we work well. We defend ourselves 
by indicators, by performance. Show us a better brewery and we will do things even 
better. But so far, if we work well, why shouldn’t you pay us for this work?’ 

How is your position within the union affected by being a board member?
 
Being a board member has not affected my position within the firm. However, there 
was a moment when there was a huge discussion amongst the trade unions whether 
we should be engaged as trade unionists in board level activities or not. Should we 
also manage the firm? There were various opinions and until now there has been 
no consensus on these issues. But I would say that it is necessary to be engaged. It 
gives you access to information and influence that help you building your strategy 
as a trade union. Otherwise, you might say: ‘let’s put a blindfold over our eyes’. 
Sometimes we would hit the target, but much more often we wouldn’t. 

Overall... and the future

How do you evaluate your role as a board-level employee representative overall? 
How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievement are you most proud of?
 
You know, many people ask me that, and I always say: my success is my family, 
home and six kids who were brought up in a correct way. I seriously think that. And, 
professionally, I have social activism in my nature. I have always been involved in 
trade unions. For me, elections are the measure of my success. I would say that this 
is my success: so many years, so many terms, and there have been no problems. 

And as far as achievements in the firm are concerned, I would mention the privati-
sation of the brewery. It was a moment when everybody was learning. There were 
no models. The brewery was the fifth company which entered the stock market. So 
we invested a lot of effort at every level to make this privatisation good for the peo-
ple. And as a result we became the biggest shareholder. 

You could write a book about it. You could write about going to the Ministry by 
STAR [a type of Polish truck], which was the only company car except for the direc-
tor’s FIAT 125. We wanted employees to be able to take advantage of buying shares 
on preferential terms, for 50 per cent of their official value. It was a lot of money for 
an employee. Besides, people didn’t really know what a share was, or what the stock 
market meant. On the one hand, you bought something which you could not see. 
On the other hand, you were taught throughout your whole life that this was your 
company, that it was our firm. And now you have to pay for it? So it was one big 
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education for the people, to convince them that it was worth buying these shares. 
We started a firm as trade unions to earn money which were necessary to buy the 
company shares. I mean, it was impossible really to start it as trade unions because 
the law had not been amended, so we started it as private individuals. To make it 
clear and transparent once a month, and afterwards a bit less frequently, we would 
make donations to the unions. And out of money we earned in this company, we 
bought government bonds to buy the shares. If you paid with bonds you could get a 
20 per cent reduction on the shares. Moreover, government bonds increased their 
value along with inflation. So we did not lose money despite very high inflation at 
this time. 

Anyway, we succeeded and we bought 12 per cent of the brewery. The result was 
that after three to four years people could buy a car and build a house for the shares 
they bought. So you couldn’t even dream about better success in business terms. 

What do you most regret?

At the same time, my biggest failure was also related to the privatisation. At the be-
ginning we wanted to organise an employee buy-out [leasing pracowniczy] to resell 
the shares in the next phase. This was the plan. And to be honest, it was my mistake, 
I got scared. There was a consulting firm which made the evaluation of assets for 
privatisation and I got scared about the amount of money we had to pay, because 
the employees had no chance of collecting this money. So we quickly made a deci-
sion to go for a standard privatisation. And it turned out that the following year our 
profits were higher than the price of the company they suggested. So we could have 
repaid this brewery in one year and started to invest using credits. But it was a time 
when everybody was learning. If I had my current business knowledge back then, 
the employees would have been owners of 30 per cent of the shares today, and they 
would have been very rich people as they could have sold the rest. So, the fact that 
we managed to privatise this firm was a success, but we could have done it differ-
ently. 

But these are old stories. Today, from the business point of view, I think that the 
credit for the fact that this Group has progressed so well goes to the employees and 
the relationship with the owners that we have managed to work out. Perhaps it was 
because it was Heineken – in a different firm it might have been more difficult. But 
I guess that we would also have reached a consensus. Another success is our em-
ployees’ pension programme. We are one of few firms in Poland which have one. We 
negotiated it with Heineken when they entered Poland. For them it was something 
normal because all countries had one, but in Poland hardly anyone knew what it 
was. And the effect is that every month we have almost six per cent of revenue al-
located by the employer to the pension fund. 

I would say that these relationships are very proper as far as this capitalist world is 
concerned. I think that you can treat it as a success – that people earn more than the 
market pays, work is relatively stable, there is no madness about layoffs, and that 
we manage to solve the problems. And I would say a bit immodestly that I am aware 
that I contributed a bit to these effects. 
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What are the greatest constraints on your activity? 

I would say that the greatest constraint is time. After all, it is very difficult to rec-
oncile all these activities. There is my job in which there is always something to do, 
much more than the expected eight hours. There is work for the unions which also 
takes a lot of time. And if you add the SVB and the European works council, you 
could ask if there is any time for normal life. And I will tell you, it is very difficult to 
reconcile it all. I am aware of that because if I come home at 6.00pm, my children 
ask me: ‘Why so early?’ The brutal truth is that it comes at the cost of my private 
life. Yet we still have very good relations in my family. I have six children and I often 
tell our president that negotiations in our firm are much easier than negotiations 
in my family. 

Looking to the future, how has your role changed/ how do you think your role 
might change given the current global financial crisis?

Our strategy has not changed. I have been communicating it to management and 
employees for many years: as trade unions in this brewery, our goal is to catch up 
with the West both in terms of pay and all issues around pay. We have experienced 
great progress in Poland but it is still a far cry from what is there in the West. And 
it does not mean that we can make it in two or three steps. I thought that it would 
take 20 years when I started. And now I think that it is still another 20 years even 
though we’ve made up a lot. 

If we have a crisis, our negotiations are of course much more difficult. As many in-
dicators show, the crisis also affects Poland and the reaction of the board is normal. 
They try to reduce its effects by cutting the expenses connected with employees. But 
we think as trade unions that it is the best time to catch up with the West, because 
there, in the West, the crisis is much deeper. If we cut more than Western com-
panies now, when shall we catch up with them? In the period of their boom? No. 
Actually, right now there is an obvious contradiction of interests and these talks are 
much more difficult. But we also toughened our position, though it doesn’t mean we 
don’t come to an agreement. Since the beginning of the year, we have had a dozen 
meetings about costs and it is just the beginning of June [2009]. Even though it’s 
an intensive period for us there has been no conflict so far, and I don’t think that 
there will be any. 

Still looking to the future, has the issue of climate change ever been discussed 
at board level in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its 
environmental impact?

It’s being discussed. Every investment has two main priorities. First, besides eco-
nomic priorities, it has to improve health and safety. And the second issue is its 
environmental impact. In Poland, there is a growing consciousness of these issues, 
it’s clear. But this culture came to this firm together with Heineken. You have to 
make investments which demonstrate that we care. Once, breweries were polluters, 
there were purification plants by each of them, it stank all around the city. On the 
one hand, there was huge danger of polluting the rivers. On the other hand, if you 
put this sewage into the sewage system, it could have destroyed the city purifica-
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tion plants. But it was solved ten or more years ago. You can’t smell anything. We 
have an agreement with the city. Apparently, you could make both types of sewage, 
from the city and the plant, to neutralise each other. It required a lot of investment, 
though. Ecological investments accompanied the modernisation of production and 
sometimes ecology was even more important that health and safety of workers. 

How do you assess the balance of advantage/ disadvantage in being a board 
member?

I can see only advantages. I cannot see disadvantages either for me - except for the 
lack of time - or for employees. On the contrary, you can mention only positive is-
sues. 

Anything else by way of background or final comment?

I have a dream that EU legislation develops in such a way to require employee rep-
resentation in the boardroom of every company. It should be like this. In Poland, 
we have a very bad habit in complaining about everything. No matter how it’s done, 
it’s always bad. We like to complain but we rarely think about what should be done 
to improve the situation, to make it better. So in business terms, I dream of a law 
forcing the participation of employees on supervisory boards or even on the man-
agement board. Our legislation allows for it but nobody makes use of it. There is 

no culture for doing this. In general, I observe 
that this world rather escapes from employees. It 
is only in the wake of crisis that certain theories 
come back which might be more favourable to 
workers. Just like with the market, there are ups 
and downs, and the cycle goes on.

‘I have a dream that EU 
legislation develops in 
such a way to require 
employee representation 
in the boardroom of every 
company.’   
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Board-level employee
representation in Sweden 

Employees are represented on the boards of all companies with more 
than 25 employees (Sweden has a single-tier board system). There are 
either two or three employee representatives, and they account for 
around one third of board members in most companies. They are cho-
sen by the union and are generally the key figures in a whole range of 
employer-union relations.

Board-level employee representation is very widespread in Sweden. Under the 1987 
Act on Board Representation for Employees in Private Employment, employees in 
almost all companies with more than 25 employees have the right to elect two board 
members and the same number of deputies (three in companies with more than 
1,000 employees which operate in several industries, again with three deputies). 
The employee representatives, however, can never be in the majority.

The employee representatives on the board are chosen by the local union, 
with which the employer has a collective agreement. This is done either through 
local agreement between the unions in the company, provided they represent a ma-
jority of the employees, or, if agreement cannot be reached, a more formalised ap-
proach is adopted. This states that if one union has 80 per cent of the employees in 
the company, then it is entitled to both the employee seats on the board, otherwise 
each of the two unions with the largest membership in the company has a seat. 
In practice in most cases, one of the employee representatives on the board come 
from the manual confederation, LO, and the other comes from one of the two non-
manual confederations, TCO and SACO. They can be chosen in a number of ways 
including election at the union meeting in the company, appointment by the union 
or a membership ballot. 
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As boards have recently fallen in size, employee representatives make up one 
third of board members in around three quarters of companies covered by the leg-
islation. 

On most issues board members representing employees have the same rights 
as those representing the shareholders of the company. However, they cannot take 
part in discussions relating to collective bargaining or industrial action, or other is-
sues, where there is a clear conflict of interest between the company and the union. 
Employee representatives have no power of veto and so cannot stop majority deci-
sions taken against their wishes.
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Nationality: Swedish
Date of birth: 1965
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): Siemens AB (Siemens AG)
Sector: Industrial building technology, fire safety
Location of Headquarters: Stockholm, Sweden
Size of the company: Siemens AB turnover, total sectors: 4,868,812 million Swedish kronor (Annual 
Report, 2009)
Number of employees: Siemens AG employs 405,000 worldwide, of whom 128,000 are located in 
Germany and 277,000 outside Germany. Siemens AB employs 1,722 in Sweden and 39 in Finland
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: Siemens AB is located both in Sweden and in Finland
Date of joining company: ‘I joined Cerberus in 1996; it was a Swiss company, but it was taken over by 
Electrowatt in 1996 (still Cerberus AB) and then bought by Siemens in 1998, and merged into Siemens 
AB in 2001. At that point, Cerberus no longer existed as a company.’
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Electrician
Name of union: The Union (Unionen), formerly HTF/SIF
Date elected to board: 2008
Number of employees represented: 769
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): local union repre-
sentative for northern part of Sweden within the company; member of the union-based works council

Torbjörn Olsson (electrical engineering) 
– ‘I have a wider perspective on the 
Swedish business… and I also feel more 
respected by certain people around 
me’21

21 The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 22 April 2009 (in English).
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Operation of the board

How many board members there are? How many are employee representatives?

There are three shareholder representatives and three employee representatives on 
the board [bolagstyrelse]. There are also three employee deputies, who attend all 
meetings, which brings the total membership up to nine. We are owned by Siemens 
AG. Therefore, it’s mostly union members on the board, because the Siemens rep-
resentatives exercise all the power of the shareholders in Germany. 

So we have a range of employee representatives from different backgrounds. Under 
Swedish law, the number of board-level employee representatives depends on the 
size of the company. If the company has over 1,000 employees and activities in 
three or more business areas, you can have three ordinary employee representa-
tives and three deputies. We have one ordinary representative from the Swedish 
Industrial and Metalworkers’ Union [IF Metal] and two from the Union [Unionen].

How autonomous or how independent is Siemens Sweden AB from the German 
parent company? Is it able to take a lot of its own decisions?

Some things are very structured, and they tell us what result they expect from us. 
But how we do it, and as long as we keep to the standard Siemens portfolio, we do 
have a fairly free hand. They want results and we can take many decisions in certain 
situations.

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

It’s to ensure that the company follows Swedish laws and regulations, as well as the 
company’s own internal economic systems.

What are your own legal responsibilities within your position?

We have the same responsibilities as other board members.

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders?

Under the terms of Swedish legislation, employees have the right to have represent-
atives on the board. Our election has to be ratified or confirmed by the shareholders. 

How often does the board meet?

It is about four times a year, but we get confidential board information every month.

What committees or sub-committees does the board have? 

No, it doesn’t have any.

How soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation?
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About fourteen days.

How long is your term of office?

Three years. Elections are staggered so not everyone is elected the same year.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in Siemens? How were you selected/ elected to the 
board? For example, were you elected or appointed by a trade union – if so, which?

The local trade union asked me if I wanted to represent them because one of the 
ordinary members [as opposed to deputy members] quit Siemens. So there was 
a vacancy, and they [the local trade union] knew I’d been with the company for a 
while and had some experience of working with the board. So I took the opportu-
nity and they elected me. I represent all the employees, and not just those who are 
members of the trade union. 

What were your personal motives in standing/ getting elected? 

At the very beginning, it was around 1996, I joined the Swedish Union of Clerical 
and Technical Employees in Industry [Svenska Industritjänstemannaförbundet, 
SIF]. They asked me to represent the northern region, and I did that, and then I 
was elected to the board of my company [Cerberus]. But later Cerberus was bought 
by Siemens, and by law Cerberus didn’t exist anymore as a company. Then, in Sie-
mens, I joined the Union [Unionen], and I was interested to know how and why it 
made certain decisions, and why things happened as they did, and I wanted to share 
all my experience out in the field.

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company? For example,
 the reaction of your colleagues?

The reaction… They just don’t really know what we’re doing. They don’t really un-
derstand the power, and they just think it’s trade union work. So I have tried to tell 
them what we’re talking about. Some of my friends ask me what we talk about, and 
I say: ‘I can’t tell you because it’s about future plans, and involves company secrets’. 
But I have tried to tell them what I can, and about certain proposals within the lim-
its of my permission. When they start to understand, they think it’s very interesting.

How do you try to ensure that what you do on the board is understood by your 
colleagues?

We have one union-based works council [klubb] that covers Siemens AB across the 
whole of Sweden. We have about ten members, and I am one of them. So when there 
are things we are allowed to talk about – what’s going on – I tell them, and they put 

EBLR book.indd   193 21/10/10   18:45



it out in a letter to mail everyone. But sometimes, arising from what I know, what’s 
going to happen, there’s a little bit of conflict when we discuss things in the union.

Skills/ training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I’ve done the Diploma course offered to employee board-level members by PTK 
[Privattjänstemannakartellen, the Council for Negotiation and Cooperation, for-
merly known as the Federation of Salaried Employees in Industry and Services]. 
It’s a course that covers economics and responsibility, analysis and the role, and 
strategy

What special skills have you brought to your role?

Now, I’m a technician and project leader – it’s a way of analysing and thinking. I 
think it’s because we are, as we say here, the people on the shop floor, that we some-
times see things in another way. We see some things maybe faster or more clearly 
than they do, in a different way, of course. I’m very good at analysing

How do you prepare before meetings? 

I read all the information we get before the meeting. I follow the company on our 
intranet where they write up information. Then, when we have the board meeting, 
I’m prepared. I spend between about one to three days reading. 

How and where do you seek advice? 

Because I’m taking a course from this year – the union pays for you to go – we have 
the opportunity to ask them for support. It’s a new thing from PTK. We can ask 
them questions. So I can phone them and ask things. Up until now, I used to look 
things up on the internet, phone board colleagues, or even talk and have e-mail 
conversations with the other board directors. 

Do you ever seek advice from outside experts at all? For example, have you had 
any training or support from the union?

Yes, I have support. I could go back to my union, to the union committee, and talk 
to them in a way that does not impair the company.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with the 
board members? How do you generally get on with the employer’s representatives? 

Very well!
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How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board? 

Very little, I am trying to seem like a real board member! But my background is 
from the union, and sometimes I can recognise myself thinking and reacting as a 
union member, but I have to put that to one side because I want to react as a board 
member, a real board member. But I think I’m in a good position to try and sort it 
out.

To what extent do you collaborate with the other board-level employee 
representatives? Do you meet them in advance to discuss things?

Yes, we meet up. Sometimes we meet a few hours before the meeting to discuss 
things. A number of us work in the same building or in the same part of the compa-
ny as one another so we can talk together sometimes, so we know what’s going on.

Do you feel similar to the other shareholder representatives on the board or 
different from them? For example, in relation to views on company strategy, 
investments, employment, long/ short-term interests.

Yes, I feel similar, but sometimes it’s kind of different, because I live far away from 
them, and I think they sometimes talk more amongst themselves. Certain things 
are not actually decided beforehand, but they have discussed their views together, 
which they then raise at the board. Yet when we are discussing and deciding things 
on the board, I feel that we are their equals, because they’re very professional.

And do your views tend to be similar to those of your union colleagues on the 
board, or do you tend to find there are differences between your positions?

Yes, our views are about the same, but not always.

Do you ever feel in a minority on the board? If so, what strategies/ alliances do 
you adopt? 

I feel that they listen to us, to me. They listen to me, and when I talk, it’s like you 
and me talking now. It’s very open talking, and they listen and note what I’m talking 
about. So, therefore it’s good to be there because they listen to us, and it’s not like 
we are working against them.

As regards access to information, do you get all the information you require to 
carry out your role?

Yes. And if I don’t have it, or if I miss something, I just have to mail, and I get it in 
half a day or a day. It’s no problem.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information? Does that produce 
conflict for you?

Yes, it can, and it’s when we have union meetings and so on, and we’re talking about 
certain things, I say that: ‘I can’t tell you…I can’t talk about this, or you have to make 
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this decision without me because I don’t want to talk about it’. Then it’s a little – not 
frustrating – but it’s a little kind of sad at times, not to have so many people to talk to.

What sorts of issues come up which you can’t talk about – I mean, the confidential 
matters?

It could be about redundancies, or selling part of the company... And then, when we 
are in the union talking about the people who are affected, I can’t say that it’s not 
wise to talk about them because they’re going to be given notice when that part is 
getting sold.

Do your union colleagues understand that? I mean, presumably, they understand 
your position?

Yes. It’s more a problem at local level, where I live, with my colleagues. It’s more a 
problem there and with my boss and his boss. It’s more a problem with them.

Have you ever been tempted to whistleblow? That is, to divulge confidential 
information in the name of some ‘greater good’?

No I haven’t.

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues or others? 

We don’t get paid as directors. It’s a clause in the annual report. It’s written into the 
constitution of the board that people working at Siemens and sitting on the board 
don’t get any extra payment. That’s part of the job. When I’m not sitting on the 
board, since November 2008, I’ve been working in my new job, as project engineer 
and project leader.

Do you get paid time off from your duties?

I get paid time off from my duties as an employee, yes.

Links with workplace representatives and the trade union

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? 

You mean the works council [klubb] that represents all the employees at Siemens 
for the union? Yes, I represent them on that. 

What is your relationship with the European works council? 

We have a European works council that has members from each country. But no, I 
don’t belong to that.

How would you define your role in relation to collective bargaining?
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I’m involved with the union group that negotiates annual pay rises. 

Do you experience any conflicts of interest with that? If so, how do you cope? 

It’s no problem, but if so I have to deal with it in a professional way.

Overall… and the future

How do you rate your own effectiveness? What achievements are you most proud 
of?

It’s about being heard and having my comments minuted by the board. But it’s also 
about ‘compliance’. You recall that there was a scandal in Siemens a couple of years 
ago, in Germany and America? As a result, Siemens set up a global Compliance 
Group to examine these issues of non-business ethics. So, if you know something 
that you think isn’t straight, you can make contact with the Compliance Group, 
and they won’t hang you out. You are supposed to be completely anonymous, but I 
told them that, ‘nevertheless, as an employee, I don’t feel we are really anonymous, 
so you have to make that more clear. For example, in your text description on the 
intranet, you have to put it more clearly, so that people know that they are anony-
mous’.

What’s good is that they are now making some changes, because I raised it at the 
last board meeting in December 2008. They took notes and accepted the point. 

What do you most regret? 

One thing… My regional boss complains I take too much time to draw up my budg-
ets, because I spend too long in Stockholm working for the board! He just doesn’t 
understand how long it really takes! So that’s a problem, but I’ve worked with it for 
a time, so now it’s better.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity?

I wasn’t on the board then, but we bought and sold some companies last year [2008], 
and now we are maybe going to scale down, restructure and sell, as companies do. 
It’s how we’re going to relocate them or restructure them. So that’s a lot of work. 
And then our board also covers the industry sector for the whole north-western sec-
tor – the Scandinavian countries. We have some influence over the same processes 
there. 

Looking to the future, how has your role changed/ how do you think your role 
might change given the current global financial crisis? 

I think we’re going to have more meetings, maybe more buying and selling… I don’t 
know…we haven’t talked about it so much. At the last meeting in December 2008, 
we planned not an extra meeting, but one specifically to talk about strategy, and 
that’s due in May [2009].
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And has the issue of climate change ever been discussed at board level in relation 
to the company’s role in trying to reduce its environmental impact?

I saw some papers about it, so I know that they’ve talked about it, but other than 
that I can’t say.

How do you assess the balance of advantage/disadvantage in being a board 
member?

I think it’s very positive, because I know how the 
company works and why certain decisions are 
taken at a local and regional level. I have a wider 
perspective on the Swedish business. Yes, on the 

Swedish business and everything else too, how it all works, and I also feel more 
respected by certain people around me. 

‘I feel more respected by 
certain people around 
me.’ 
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Nationality: Swedish
Date of birth: 1972
Name of company (and parent, if applicable): Svenska Spel (100 per cent State-owned)
Sector: Gambling
Location of Headquarters: Visby (Island of Gotland), Sweden
Size of the company: Net turnover: 8,071 million Swedish kronor (2008); Svenska Spel has 51 per cent 
market share
Number of employees: 1,700
Number of countries in which it has subsidiaries: N/A
Date of joining company: 2006
In which capacity (i.e. professional background): Systems operator/security analyst
Name of union: The Union (Unionen), formerly HTF/SIF
Date elected to board: Deputy: 2008; full member: 2009
Number of employees represented: All employees (1,700)
Other positions as employee representative (e.g. trade union, works council): Vice-deputy chair-
woman of the works council (2007)

Martina Ravn (gambling services) –  
‘I just want this company  to be a good, 
healthy and fair company’22

22 The interview was conducted by Michael Gold on 7 May 2009 (in English).

Operation of the board

How many board members there are? How many are employee representatives?

There are ten, including the chairman or chairwoman. Of the ten, six are external, and 
then we have three employee representatives, plus three deputies for the employee 
representatives, but the three deputies are always there participating in the meetings.

We are all members of the same union [Unionen], the three representatives plus the 
three deputies. At the casino, we have another union, HRF [Hotel and Restaurant 
Workers’ Union] actually, but they don’t have any representatives this year, so the 
seats are all held by our union [May 2009].

What are the legal responsibilities of the board?

Steering and control of the organisation, I would say.
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What are your own legal responsibilities within your position? Or are your 
responsibilities defined generally in terms of what everybody does?

I would say they are the same responsibilities as anyone else on the board. 

Do board-level employee representatives need to be confirmed by the Annual 
General Meeting of shareholders? Or are they entirely independent?

They are independent, yes. I’m just elected by the members at our annual meeting, 
so that’s it.

How often does the board meet?

I would say eight to ten times a year, but some of the meetings are by ‘phone.

What committees/ subcommittees does the board have? Which ones do you 
belong to?

We have two committees on the board, one for audit and one for executive remu-
neration. I am a member of the executive remuneration committee. Union mem-
bers of these committees attend but are not allowed to vote. 

And how soon before meetings do you receive papers and documentation 
normally?

Normally, a week before, so we have a weekend at least to read them.

Personal and evaluative aspects

Personal information

If you look back at your career, could you tell me about how you became a board-
level employee representative in this company? How were you selected/ elected 
to the board? For example, were you elected or appointed by a trade union – if so,
 which?

I’m nominated by the trade union, yes, but I’m elected by the trade union members 
at their annual general meeting. We don’t necessarily have to elect anyone who’s 
involved in the union. We can elect anyone who is the best representative of all em-
ployees. It’s actually our responsibility to represent all workers, whether or not they 
are in the union. Of the 1,700 workers in the company, half are in the trade union. 

What were your personal motives in standing? 

I think it’s because I’m really curious and need to understand the whole company 
and my role within it. I’m not really satisfied just to go to my desk and do my work 
every day. I really want to know why, and I thought that, in such a large company 
as Svenska Spel, it was a good way to learn about the whole company by joining 
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the trade union. I think that’s how it started, and I’ve learned a lot. Before joining 
Svenska Spel in 2006, I was studying and working part time as well. I was studying 
at the university, and also working with airport security.

What has been the impact of the role on your career in the company? How have 
your colleagues reacted to your being a worker director?

Mostly positive, I think. Some colleagues don’t really know what it really means, but 
most people think it’s positive. They know that I have influence, and they trust me. 
Very often, they come and ask me questions, what I think about things. Some of the 
managers have been a bit scared, I think, because of me having a lot of knowledge, 
sometimes even more than they have...

Has there been any effect of your role on your personal/private life?

I have made a bit of a career here, so I’m now working as a process manager for on-
line poker. But it’s still a rather free role. I have a very good boss, who understands 
that I need to make my priorities. My husband stays at home, taking care of the 
home and the kids. Actually, I make my own priorities – I think that’s really impor-
tant. I have the opportunity to be able to do what I like.

Is it possible to say roughly how many days you spend in a week or a month on 
acting as a board-level employee representative?

I would say it really depends because, very recently, we had to respond to new pro-
posals on gaming regulation – you know, they actually tried to tell us how to regu-
late the gaming market in Sweden, and we had to respond to that. That was a really 
intense period, when we tried to find satisfactory answers, so perhaps I worked ten 
days a month. But I would say, normally, three to five days a month – mostly week-
ends or nights, of course.

Skills/training

How did you acquire the skills required to act as a board-level employee 
representative? What formal qualifications do you have? In which subjects?

I started my career as a chef. I decided to change because it’s actually a tough job, 
and not really very good working hours either, of course. So I decided to use my 
head a bit better and studied at university, and then I became a student member 
of the University council. I was also a co-opted member on the board of a local 
bank. So that’s my earlier experiences of committee work. And now I’ve had some 
training from PTK [Privattjänstemannakartellen, the Council for Negotiation and 
Cooperation, formerly known as the Federation of Salaried Employees in Industry 
and Services]. This consisted of three sets of four days’ training, which was actually 
the most relevant education for this work, 12 days in total. I also studied economics 
at university, which I think is a good background, of course.

What special skills do you think you’ve brought to your role?
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That’s a tricky one! I don’t know. I know a lot about the company. I know a lot about 
the employees. I’m not afraid to ask questions, no matter what, on the board, and I 
have high expectations of my own work and all the other board members’ work, and 
I think that’s something good I’ve brought.

How do you prepare before meetings? How and where do you seek advice? 

I can use the PTK organisation if I have more general questions – what does this 
mean, or how should I look at this problem. Otherwise, I talk to the other employee 
board members, or I go to the chief executive officer (CEO), the personnel director 
or the finance director, or anyone else, and ask questions.

Have you ever received any special training from your trade union?

No, I’m supposed to join the training run by PTK, the 12 days I told you about. That’s 
the expectation they have, that I should take part in that. Then PTK also offers morning 
meetings, if there are new subjects we need to discuss, like sustainability or new legisla-
tion and so on. Or you can also do other training if you want to know about things, such 
as communications skills – how to carry through a message, how to get heard.

In addition, I think we’re going to have training for the board members as well at 
Svenska Spel, and we’ll take part in that too. So, I think our chairwoman listens to 
us, so when we tell her we think the whole board needs to educate itself, she really 
listens.

Reflections on role in relation to other board members

Could you reflect on your own activity on the board and your relationship with 
other board members? How do you generally get on with them? 

We meet at board meetings, of course, and also when the committees have their 
meetings. Otherwise, we can reach the other members by ‘phone. I don’t think 
there’s actually such a big difference between them and us, so we just call them if 
we want something, or email them or whatever. We get along very well.

How does your representative role affect your behaviour on the board?

Of course it affects my behaviour because we always have to think of the employees, 
who I think some of the other board members sometimes forget. We have a very 
special board because we have experts who know a lot about gaming problems – 
social responsibility law, that kind of stuff, but everyone is an expert from his or her 
own angle. That’s really the tricky thing, I think, with our board, because it’s not just 
businessmen or businesswomen, and we have the employee angle too. So I think 
I’m perhaps just adding another angle.

To what extent do you collaborate with the other board-level employee 
representatives? Do you tend, for example, to meet beforehand, or to have pre-
meetings, before board meetings?
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Yes, we do, if we need that. We also have pre-meetings with our CEO to discuss 
questions coming up on the board, and if there is anything we need to discuss with 
our finance director or whatever, then we have a pre-meeting with him as well. So, 
yes, when we need to get in contact with each other, we do that, but we still meet 
each other on a weekly basis at work and so on. After all, we’re union representa-
tives as well.

Do you feel similar to the other members of the board or different from them? 
For example, in relation to views on the company: do you share views on company 
strategy, investments, employment, long/short-term interests? 

Mostly, I think, it’s similar, but sometimes, when it comes to employees and how to 
handle employees and so on, of course it’s a bit different. But because of the really 
strong steer we get from the government, we have to prioritise responsibility over 
earnings, and that’s actually how we have to behave in all questions regarding in-
vestments or whatever, so I think it’s really similar, mostly. The only part when it’s 
not similar is when it comes to payment for meetings of course! 

So, as regards your status on the board, do you ever feel in the minority? If so, 
what strategies and alliances do you adopt? I think, from what you’re saying, you 
tend to find that views are fairly consensual in relation to most matters...

They will listen to us because we’re full members 
of the board. I can’t really say that we’re a minor-
ity or anything. Of course, not everybody thinks 
the same all the time, but it’s actually not the 
trade union members or the worker representa-
tives that’s the minority – it could be anyone.

Did you say the deputies attend the meetings as well?

Yes, they do, and they read all the material, and they have the right to speak and so 
on, so really there are six of us. It’s just that they don’t have a vote. 

Do you feel like an equal partner or do you ever feel manipulated, for example, 
in being expected to explain difficult decisions to the workers? 

I’m not really sure they expect this to be my role. Sometimes we get questions of 
course, but we’re in that lucky situation that we don’t really have to fire anyone. The 
gaming industry is still going very well, but we do have to make changes. People 
have to change jobs and so on, and of course, the board asks us because we’re closer 
to the employees than anyone else. But I think the employees still respect us when 
we tell them it’s something we had to do – we had to look to the company’s success. 
So we’re working from the trade union side now to make this change as smooth as 
possible for all the employees involved.

As regards access to information, have you ever had to insist on answers to 
questions? 

‘They will listen to 
us because we’re full 
members of the board.’ 
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Most often we get all the information we need, but of course you can always ask for 
as much as possible, but I think we have frequently had the executives on the board 
explaining the background so that we really understand. I don’t really think we need 
to ask for more information that often.

How do you deal with the issue of confidential information?

Well, it’s a bit tricky, but we are six people who can discuss it, and we can also 
discuss it with the other board members. I think that’s good enough for me, but 
I still sometimes get questions from my colleagues. I think they respect that I 
can’t tell them anything and also that I tell them, ‘I’m sorry, I know, but I can’t 
tell you.’

Have you ever felt tempted to whistleblow? That is, to tell people things that you 
know you shouldn’t?

Yes, of course. When I know someone is deciding at a lower level something that’s 
really not in line with what we decided on the board, but the information hasn’t 
reached all those levels yet, then I feel, ‘ah, please don’t do this now – how can I just 
stop you from deciding this or doing that?’

What happens to your pay as director? Has pay ever created awkwardness with 
colleagues or others? 

It’s not really the same all over Sweden. It’s actually different between companies. 
We’re not supposed to be paid, from the company’s point of view, but we have to 
use some of our working hours of course to read material and so on, though then 
you can’t actually work at all some weeks, so it doesn’t really work that way. We get 
about €130 per meeting to read the material, and that’s not much to cover all the 
hours. That’s the biggest difference between us and the other board members, I 
think, that they get paid to do this sort of work.

Links with workplace representatives

What are your links with other representative bodies within the company? You 
said earlier on that you’re a member of the works council. Does your membership 
of the works council ever present conflicts of interest with being a board member?

I think I should say yes. It’s very tricky to handle this actually, but all the employee 
representatives on the board are works council members as well, so we all have the 
same problem.

Can you give an example where there’s been a problem or difficulty?

Well, when we make decisions on the executive of the works council, some of us 
have got more information than others. It’s also a bit tricky when you have to nego-
tiate pay every year and so on. We have one angle or point of view from the board, 
and then we have another one when we’re negotiating.
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Do you ever feel you know more about the company than lower levels of 
management who you come into contact with? If so, how do you cope?

I think it was more difficult for the managers to start with. They didn’t really know 
where I was coming from, or what my point of view was, or my interests, and I think 
it’s also a bit tricky for them to know what I’m representing when I’m also a works 
council member. But I think my three years in the company have shown them that 
my main concern is actually, from all angles, that this company is healthy and that 
we can take good care of all the employees. No matter whether I’m a board mem-
ber or works council member or whatever, I just want this company to be a good, 
healthy, fair company. I think they are rather confident about that right now, at 
least my own boss is, and also his boss as well, so I don’t think it’s actually that hard 
anymore.

Links with the trade union

What are your links with the trade union/ the union movement? How does your 
position influence trade union strategies towards the company, since you know 
the ‘real’ position of the company? How would you define your role in relation to 
collective bargaining?

Pay is negotiated for three years at a time, so we know from one year to the next 
what percentage rise we’ll get. We also try to get all the executives to be very open 
with information, and give the employees a lot, which means figures and so on, so in 
that way we can use the information in any way we like. We try to have a very open 
dialogue, and I also try to tell everyone I talk to at management or executive level 
that I have this information. They also have the information. This is a fair way to 
handle the situation, just trying to be fair.

You mentioned that you’re deputy chair of your works council. Do you also have 
any positions within the union as such?

Yes, the works council is actually within the union [klubb is a union-based works 
council], but it just covers the company. I was on the committee of the regional un-
ion as well, but it was just too much work – at least too many trips away from home! 
So I didn’t want to do that anymore! It was also very abstract. The questions we 
discussed were important for me and my company and our employees, but I didn’t 
think I had enough information about them to decide – companies in other parts of 
Sweden and so on. It didn’t feel comfortable!

How is your position within your union affected by being a board member?

I don’t know actually. I think if I had to choose, I would stop being a works council 
member but remain as a good representative for all the employees on the board. 
That’s the most interesting part of the work for me. 

It may be that the union completely accepts your role on the board and sees 
your role as enhancing its position in helping to further interests of workers and 
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employees, but it may be also that some people don’t see it like that, and I was just 
interested in knowing where the balance lay in your own experience.

I would say it’s a big difference, if we talk about the trade union at a higher level, 
at the national level and so on. I would think it’s really useful to have members on 
the board, and that’s why it’s also always the trade union that has the right to elect 
members.

But I think, at the local workplace, it really depends on who you are talking to. We 
have people here who think it’s actually a problem – how you can be both on the 
board and in the trade union. I think, from my own point of view, that it’s really 

useful. If we want to be part of what’s happen-
ing, we really have to be where all the decisions 
are taken. So I think it’s good for the union that 
we have the chance to have influence over all the 
decisions being taken. 

I think you’re making an extremely interesting distinction between the levels of 
union activity, and the way in which your work affects different levels. I’m sure 
that’s a very interesting way of looking at it. At the national level, it’s seen as 
useful, but maybe because some trade unionists at workplace level don’t quite 
understand the role very well, or perhaps they don’t see the advantages or the 
benefits, it’s seen as more problematic.

Yes, I think we have trade union members at my workplace who don’t really un-
derstand my role on the board. But I think they’re not analysing the situation very 
much. They just go to work, and they’re happy every month when they get their pay 
packets. It’s also a difference between individuals.

Overall... and the future

How do your rate your own effectiveness on the board? What achievements are 
you’re most proud of? 

Well, I’m proud of not being scared to discuss anything. I think I’m effective, but 
not at the expense of good decisions of course. I also think that I’ve put pressure on 
some of the other board members, the externals. I do expect a high performance 
from myself as well as from them, and I’m proving that I’m really concerned that 
this work on the board should be effective and make a difference so that then they 
feel they have expectations.

Can you give any examples of specific things where you have made a difference?

I once started a discussion about sponsoring, and why we always sponsor male 
teams with so much more money than the female teams. This discussion lasted for 
at least 45 minutes and ended up with us doubling the female football sponsorship 
amount, so that we now have a new Swedish league for young female football play-

‘We really have to be 
where all the decisions are 
taken.’
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ers. The reason I started this discussion was because the suggestion was to carry on 
doing what we had always done, and I thought this was old fashioned and that we 
should make a difference to society instead.

And what do you most regret? 

I always like to do things better. I can pinpoint things I regret, but not that much. In 
trying to be honest and say what I’m thinking, perhaps I should regret that some-
times I don’t always tell everyone what I’m really thinking! Actually, I don’t know if 
I do regret anything.

What are the greatest constraints on your activity? 

Time, perhaps. Yes, I think so, because it’s actually almost a full-time job.

Now, looking to the future, how has your role changed, or how do you think your 
role might change, given the current global financial crisis? 

I’m not really sure the economic crisis will have that much of an impact on our busi-
ness because the gaming industry is still going very well, and we have a monopoly 
situation here in Sweden. Also, winnings are not our biggest concern – it’s respon-
sibility, and having our customers play in a healthy way. For me personally, the 
biggest change so far was going from deputy to full member, but I’m not really sure 
it makes such a difference. I will be more comfortable, and know how things really 
work, and perhaps be more effective.

How long is your term of office? 

A year. That’s our local decision, but it’s really not the best way to handle it I think, 
so that’s something we really have to look at in our local works council [klubb].

And still looking to the future, has the issue of climate change ever been discussed 
at board level in relation to the company’s role in attempting to reduce its 
environmental impact?

Yes, we have discussed it, not really in detail, but we have discussed the ambition in 
the context of the corporate social responsibility (CSR) work we do, and sustainabil-
ity of course is one of the issues. So it’s more on a strategic basis that we discuss this, 
but the government has also invited all the board members from the State-owned 
companies to workshops regarding this. We have a report every year alongside our 
financial report that tells everyone what we’ve done and what we plan to do, and all 
the CSR measures. That’s really ambitious, and all departments work on this.

How do you assess the balance of advantage and disadvantage in being a board 
member?

Well, personally, it’s more advantage, of course, because I understand the system 
and the organisation I’m a part of. And in my professional role, I think it’s impor-
tant to have an understanding head leader of department, as my boss is, other-
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wise it could be a disadvantage, I think. Actually, I think if your boss or manager 
is scared, they tend to hold you back in your professional role, but my closest boss 
is not scared. He really trusts me, so I do have an impact on the decisions we take, 
even if I can’t give him information about why.

Do you have anything else you want to add?

Most people shouldn’t be worried about becoming a board member. I used to think 
that people on the board were some type of higher being, or really had to be profes-
sors or smart people or whatever, but I think that – perhaps I’m also a professor or 
a smart person – actually, it’s not that dangerous to become a board member. It’s 
really not that different from ordinary life.
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Worker board-level participation in the EU-27

Legislation Criteria Number	of	workers’	representatives	
on	the	company	board

Nomination	of	candidates Vote	by	employees/	
appointment

Eligibility	criteria	for	
workers’	representatives	on	
the	boards

Structure	of	relevant	
companies

Austria yes limited liability companies  
> 300 and JSC 

1/3 of SVB appointment by WC only members of WC (having 
active voting rights, i.e. only 
employees)

D

Belgium no M

Bulgaria no M+D (choice)

Cyprus no M

Czech 
Republic

yes state-owned companies
and JSC > 50 employees  
(but could be <50 if provided  
with in articles of association)

1/3 of SVB private companies: TU / WC, 
employees (10%), management
state-owned comapnies: 
electoral regulations established by 
employer  in agreement  with TU 

vote private companies: employees 
and external TU officials
state-owned companies: only 
employees

D

Denmark yes companies > 35 employees

+ yes/no ballot

1/3 of board, at least 2 members 
(min. 3 members in parent company 
of groups)

no legal procedure vote only employees D
M+D (choice for private 
limited companies) 

Estonia no D

Finland yes companies > 150 employees

+ request by 2 categories (person-
nel groups) representing together 
a majority of employees

agreement between employer and 
personnel groups on number of 
representatives (max. 4 members / 
25% of number of other members) 
and choice of board (employer may 
ultimately decide between SVB / board 
or management groups)

by personnel groups vote if no agreement between 
personnel groups

only employees M+D (choice)

France yes a)  state-owned companies  
(> 50% of capital, and 
subsidiaries)

a)  200-1000 employees:  
3 members of SVB/board 
>1000 employees:  1/3 of SVB / 
board

a)  candidates supported by 
TU or by 10% of employee 
representatives within the 
company

a) vote a)  only employees (and no 
other mandate)

M+D (choice)

b) privatised companies b)  2 members if SVB/board < 15 
members; if >15: 3 members

b)  candidates supported by TU or 
by 5% of employees (or 100 
employees if company>2000)

b) vote b)  only employees (and no 
other mandate)

c)  private JSC (voluntary c) max. 1/3 of SVB/board c)  same as for b) c) vote c)  only employees (and no 
other mandate)

d)   companies where a board and  
a WC exists

d)  WC representatives (in general 
2) can participate in the board 
meetings (no voting right, only 
advisory say)

d)  selected from among the elected WC members d) only employees

Legend :  
TU = trade union
WC = works council / elected worker representatives
M  =  monistic structure (board of directors)
JSC =  joint stock companies (e.g. Plc, AG, SA, AB)
SVB =  supervisory board
D = dualistic structure (management board and supervisory board)
board = board of directors
MB = management board
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Legislation Criteria Number	of	workers’	representatives	
on	the	company	board

Nomination	of	candidates Vote	by	employees/	
appointment

Eligibility	criteria	for	
workers’	representatives	on	
the	boards

Structure	of	relevant	
companies

Austria yes limited liability companies  
> 300 and JSC 

1/3 of SVB appointment by WC only members of WC (having 
active voting rights, i.e. only 
employees)

D

Belgium no M

Bulgaria no M+D (choice)

Cyprus no M

Czech 
Republic

yes state-owned companies
and JSC > 50 employees  
(but could be <50 if provided  
with in articles of association)

1/3 of SVB private companies: TU / WC, 
employees (10%), management
state-owned comapnies: 
electoral regulations established by 
employer  in agreement  with TU 

vote private companies: employees 
and external TU officials
state-owned companies: only 
employees

D

Denmark yes companies > 35 employees

+ yes/no ballot

1/3 of board, at least 2 members 
(min. 3 members in parent company 
of groups)

no legal procedure vote only employees D
M+D (choice for private 
limited companies) 

Estonia no D

Finland yes companies > 150 employees

+ request by 2 categories (person-
nel groups) representing together 
a majority of employees

agreement between employer and 
personnel groups on number of 
representatives (max. 4 members / 
25% of number of other members) 
and choice of board (employer may 
ultimately decide between SVB / board 
or management groups)

by personnel groups vote if no agreement between 
personnel groups

only employees M+D (choice)

France yes a)  state-owned companies  
(> 50% of capital, and 
subsidiaries)

a)  200-1000 employees:  
3 members of SVB/board 
>1000 employees:  1/3 of SVB / 
board

a)  candidates supported by 
TU or by 10% of employee 
representatives within the 
company

a) vote a)  only employees (and no 
other mandate)

M+D (choice)

b) privatised companies b)  2 members if SVB/board < 15 
members; if >15: 3 members

b)  candidates supported by TU or 
by 5% of employees (or 100 
employees if company>2000)

b) vote b)  only employees (and no 
other mandate)

c)  private JSC (voluntary c) max. 1/3 of SVB/board c)  same as for b) c) vote c)  only employees (and no 
other mandate)

d)   companies where a board and  
a WC exists

d)  WC representatives (in general 
2) can participate in the board 
meetings (no voting right, only 
advisory say)

d)  selected from among the elected WC members d) only employees

Source: Norbert Kluge and Michael Stollt (eds.) The European Company – Prospects for board-level participation in the 
enlarged EU, Brussels 2006. Updated September 2010 by Aline Conchon
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Table: Worker board-level participation in the EU-27 (continued)

Legislation Criteria Number	of	workers’	representatives	
on	the	company	board

Nomination	of	candidates Vote	by	employees/	
appointment

Eligibility	criteria	for	
workers’	representatives	on	
the	boards

Structure	of	relevant	
companies

Germany yes a)  companies 500-2000 
employees

a) 1/3 of SVB a) WC, employees (10% or 100) a) vote a)  only employees  D

b) companies > 2000 employees b)  1/2 of SVB (chairman is appointed 
by shareholder reps. in the SVB; in 
the event of a tied vote, the chair’s 
vote is decisive)

b)  employees (20%), TU have right 
to nominate 2/3 candidates

b)  direct vote or vote by 
delegates assembly 
(if more than 8000 
employees)

b)  only employees / TU 
nomination for the TU 
seats

c)   companies in the iron, coal and 
steel industry 
(>1000 employees)

c)  1/2 of SVB (plus a “neutral external 
person”; chairman is appointed by 
shareholder reps. in the SVB) +  
de facto: 1 member of MB (blocking 
minority in appointment of labour 
director)

c) some by WC, some by TU  c)  appointment by General 
Meeting of shareholders

c)  only employees / TU 
nomination for the TU 
seats / extra members: 
neither employee nor TU 
officials

Greece yes state-owned companies 1-2 board members  
(right to withdraw this right if <50% 
public capital)

by law: employees 
de facto: TU fractions

vote 
(appointment by the minister 
responsible)

only employees M

Hungary yes JSC + limited liability companies 
> 200 employees

D: 1/3 of SVB
M: agreement between the board of 
directors and the works council
(in accordance with the company’s 
articles of association)

WC (duty to ask opinion of TU)
final appointment by the general meeting of shareholders

only employees M+D (choice)
(only public limited 
companies can choose M)

Ireland yes state-owned commercial 
companies (18)
and state agencies (14)

legally, 1/3 of board but ranging from 
1 to 5 directors in practice

TU, bodies recognised for collective 
bargaining

vote only employees M

Italy no M+D (choice)

Latvia no D

Lithuania no M+D (choice)

Luxembourg yes a) JSC > 1000 employees a) 1/3 of board vote by staff representatives only employees M+D (choice

b)  state-owned companies (min. 
25% of capital); 
companies with a state 
concession 

b)  1 board member per 100 employees  
(min. 3 members, max. 1/3 of 
board)

exception in iron and steel industry: the most representative 
national TU have the right to directly appoint 3 of the board-level 
employee representatives.

(exception: iron and steel 
industry)

Legend :  
TU = trade union
WC = works council / elected worker representatives
M  =  monistic structure (board of directors)
JSC =  joint stock companies (e.g. Plc, AG, SA, AB)
SVB =  supervisory board
D = dualistic structure (management board and supervisory board)
board = board of directors
MB = management board
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Legislation Criteria Number	of	workers’	representatives	
on	the	company	board

Nomination	of	candidates Vote	by	employees/	
appointment

Eligibility	criteria	for	
workers’	representatives	on	
the	boards

Structure	of	relevant	
companies

Germany yes a)  companies 500-2000 
employees

a) 1/3 of SVB a) WC, employees (10% or 100) a) vote a)  only employees  D

b) companies > 2000 employees b)  1/2 of SVB (chairman is appointed 
by shareholder reps. in the SVB; in 
the event of a tied vote, the chair’s 
vote is decisive)

b)  employees (20%), TU have right 
to nominate 2/3 candidates

b)  direct vote or vote by 
delegates assembly 
(if more than 8000 
employees)

b)  only employees / TU 
nomination for the TU 
seats

c)   companies in the iron, coal and 
steel industry 
(>1000 employees)

c)  1/2 of SVB (plus a “neutral external 
person”; chairman is appointed by 
shareholder reps. in the SVB) +  
de facto: 1 member of MB (blocking 
minority in appointment of labour 
director)

c) some by WC, some by TU  c)  appointment by General 
Meeting of shareholders

c)  only employees / TU 
nomination for the TU 
seats / extra members: 
neither employee nor TU 
officials

Greece yes state-owned companies 1-2 board members  
(right to withdraw this right if <50% 
public capital)

by law: employees 
de facto: TU fractions

vote 
(appointment by the minister 
responsible)

only employees M

Hungary yes JSC + limited liability companies 
> 200 employees

D: 1/3 of SVB
M: agreement between the board of 
directors and the works council
(in accordance with the company’s 
articles of association)

WC (duty to ask opinion of TU)
final appointment by the general meeting of shareholders

only employees M+D (choice)
(only public limited 
companies can choose M)

Ireland yes state-owned commercial 
companies (18)
and state agencies (14)

legally, 1/3 of board but ranging from 
1 to 5 directors in practice

TU, bodies recognised for collective 
bargaining

vote only employees M

Italy no M+D (choice)

Latvia no D

Lithuania no M+D (choice)

Luxembourg yes a) JSC > 1000 employees a) 1/3 of board vote by staff representatives only employees M+D (choice

b)  state-owned companies (min. 
25% of capital); 
companies with a state 
concession 

b)  1 board member per 100 employees  
(min. 3 members, max. 1/3 of 
board)

exception in iron and steel industry: the most representative 
national TU have the right to directly appoint 3 of the board-level 
employee representatives.

(exception: iron and steel 
industry)

Source: Norbert Kluge and Michael Stollt (eds.) The European Company – Prospects for board-level participation in the 
enlarged EU, Brussels 2006. Updated September 2010 by Aline Conchon
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Worker board-level participation in the EU-27

Legislation Criteria Number	of	workers’	representatives	
on	the	company	board

Nomination	of	candidates Vote	by	employees/	
appointment

Eligibility	criteria	for	
workers’	representatives	on	
the	boards

Structure	of	relevant	
companies

Malta no M

The 
Netherlands 

yes companies where equity capital 
> 16 M ∑
+ existence of a WC
+ > 100 employees incl. 
subsidiaries (some exceptions)

max. 1/3 of SVB WC appointment by general 
Meeting of shareholders

no employees
no trade unionists engaged in 
collective bargaining with the 
company

D
(mandatory only for 
large companies meeting 
mentioned criteria)

Poland yes privatised companies *(former 
state owned companies where the 
state still retains shares or stock)

[NB: state-owned companies  
continue to be governed by 1981 
Act on workers’ self-management]  

a)  if the state is the sole shareholder:  
2/5 of SVB (additionally, if the 
companies>500 employees:  
1 member of MB)

b)  if the state is not the sole 
shareholder: 2-4 members of SVB 
(depending on SVB’s size)

employees vote no restrictions D
(mandatory for privatised 
companies)

Portugal yes
(but not in use)

state-owned companies (only if 
100% public capital)
but: law has very rarely been 
implemented!

defined by company’s article of as-
sociation

WC / employees (10% or 100) vote only employees M

Romania no all state-owned and private  
companies where a TU exits

at least one TU representative (agree-
ment between management and TU) 
no voting right, only advisory say

TU no restrictions M

Slovak  
republic

yes a) JSC> 50 employees a)  1/3 of SVB 
but, depending of company’s articles 
of association: up to 1/2 of SVB 
and possibly in companies <50 
employees

a) employees (10%), TU vote only employees D

b) state-owned companies b) 1/2 of SVB b) same as a), plus 1 additional member directly nominated by TU 
(if any)

Slovenia yes JSC, whatever the corporate 
governance structure is (M or D)

a)  D: min. 1/3 – max. 1/2 of SVB 
(defined in  company’s article of 
association) 

a) D: SVB members are appointed by WC no restrictions M+D (choice)

b)  M: JSC fulfilling at least two of 
the following conditions: 

 1.  average number of 
employees > 50

 2.  sales turnover  
> EUR 7,300,000

 3. asset value > EUR 3,650,000

b)  M: 1 up to 3 seats on the board 
(depending on boards size)

b) M: Board members are appointed by WC  
  in companies > 500 employees one employee representative 

may, on the proposal of the works council, be nominated labour 
director (in MB, or executive directors committee)

Legend :  
TU = trade union
WC = works council / elected worker representatives
M  =  monistic structure (board of directors)
JSC =  joint stock companies (e.g. Plc, AG, SA, AB)
SVB =  supervisory board
D = dualistic structure (management board and supervisory board)
board = board of directors
MB = management board
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Legislation Criteria Number	of	workers’	representatives	
on	the	company	board

Nomination	of	candidates Vote	by	employees/	
appointment

Eligibility	criteria	for	
workers’	representatives	on	
the	boards

Structure	of	relevant	
companies

Malta no M

The 
Netherlands 

yes companies where equity capital 
> 16 M ∑
+ existence of a WC
+ > 100 employees incl. 
subsidiaries (some exceptions)

max. 1/3 of SVB WC appointment by general 
Meeting of shareholders

no employees
no trade unionists engaged in 
collective bargaining with the 
company

D
(mandatory only for 
large companies meeting 
mentioned criteria)

Poland yes privatised companies *(former 
state owned companies where the 
state still retains shares or stock)

[NB: state-owned companies  
continue to be governed by 1981 
Act on workers’ self-management]  

a)  if the state is the sole shareholder:  
2/5 of SVB (additionally, if the 
companies>500 employees:  
1 member of MB)

b)  if the state is not the sole 
shareholder: 2-4 members of SVB 
(depending on SVB’s size)

employees vote no restrictions D
(mandatory for privatised 
companies)

Portugal yes
(but not in use)

state-owned companies (only if 
100% public capital)
but: law has very rarely been 
implemented!

defined by company’s article of as-
sociation

WC / employees (10% or 100) vote only employees M

Romania no all state-owned and private  
companies where a TU exits

at least one TU representative (agree-
ment between management and TU) 
no voting right, only advisory say

TU no restrictions M

Slovak  
republic

yes a) JSC> 50 employees a)  1/3 of SVB 
but, depending of company’s articles 
of association: up to 1/2 of SVB 
and possibly in companies <50 
employees

a) employees (10%), TU vote only employees D

b) state-owned companies b) 1/2 of SVB b) same as a), plus 1 additional member directly nominated by TU 
(if any)

Slovenia yes JSC, whatever the corporate 
governance structure is (M or D)

a)  D: min. 1/3 – max. 1/2 of SVB 
(defined in  company’s article of 
association) 

a) D: SVB members are appointed by WC no restrictions M+D (choice)

b)  M: JSC fulfilling at least two of 
the following conditions: 

 1.  average number of 
employees > 50

 2.  sales turnover  
> EUR 7,300,000

 3. asset value > EUR 3,650,000

b)  M: 1 up to 3 seats on the board 
(depending on boards size)

b) M: Board members are appointed by WC  
  in companies > 500 employees one employee representative 

may, on the proposal of the works council, be nominated labour 
director (in MB, or executive directors committee)

Source: Norbert Kluge and Michael Stollt (eds.) The European Company – Prospects for board-level participation in the 
enlarged EU, Brussels 2006. Updated September 2010 by Aline Conchon
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Worker board-level participation in the EU-27

Legislation Criteria Number of workers’ representatives 
on the company board

Nomination of candidates Vote by employees/ 
appointment

Eligibility criteria for 
workers’ representatives on 
the boards

Structure of relevant 
companies

Spain yes

(only for saving banks, otherwise 
there exist 2 national collective 
agreements for state-owned 
companies)

a)  state-owned companies > 
1000 employees, state-owned 
companies in the metal sector 
> 500 employee 

a)  2-3 members (depending on 
the number of TUs enabled to 
participate)

a) TU a) no restrictions M

b) 45 saving banks b) 5% up to 15% of the seats b)  appointment by the general assembly on recommendation by the 
members of this general assembly who represent workers

b) only employees

Sweden yes most companies > 25 employees

implementation if decision made 
by the local TU (which is bound 
by collective agreement with the 
company)

< 1000 employees: 2 members 
> 1000 employees + operating in 
several industries: 3 members 
(but never majority) of board 

+ equal number of deputies who have 
a consultative voice

appointment by TU Several possible options should be employees
(no formal obligation)

M

United  
Kingdom

No M

Legend :  
TU = trade union
WC = works council / elected worker representatives
M  =  monistic structure (board of directors)
JSC =  joint stock companies (e.g. Plc, AG, SA, AB)
SVB =  supervisory board
D = dualistic structure (management board and supervisory board)
board = board of directors
MB = management board
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Legislation Criteria Number of workers’ representatives 
on the company board

Nomination of candidates Vote by employees/ 
appointment

Eligibility criteria for 
workers’ representatives on 
the boards

Structure of relevant 
companies

Spain yes

(only for saving banks, otherwise 
there exist 2 national collective 
agreements for state-owned 
companies)

a)  state-owned companies > 
1000 employees, state-owned 
companies in the metal sector 
> 500 employee 

a)  2-3 members (depending on 
the number of TUs enabled to 
participate)

a) TU a) no restrictions M

b) 45 saving banks b) 5% up to 15% of the seats b)  appointment by the general assembly on recommendation by the 
members of this general assembly who represent workers

b) only employees

Sweden yes most companies > 25 employees

implementation if decision made 
by the local TU (which is bound 
by collective agreement with the 
company)

< 1000 employees: 2 members 
> 1000 employees + operating in 
several industries: 3 members 
(but never majority) of board 

+ equal number of deputies who have 
a consultative voice

appointment by TU Several possible options should be employees
(no formal obligation)

M

United  
Kingdom

No M

Source: Norbert Kluge and Michael Stollt (eds.) The European Company – Prospects for board-level participation in the 
enlarged EU, Brussels 2006. Updated September 2010 by Aline Conchon
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The European Worker Participation Competence Centre (EWPCC) 
of the ETUI

Providing support for worker representatives in the boardrooms of 
European companies (SE) – A resolution of the European trade unions 
becomes reality

More than 100 (June 2010) elected or appointed works council members or trade un-
ionists now represent workers’ interests in the boardrooms of 30 European companies 
(SEs). They originate from 10 different European countries and face the challenge of 
exercising a ‘European mandate’ in international boardrooms that embraces interests 
spreading well beyond the national workforces that elected or appointed them. 

The Single European Market is therefore now clearly a reality not only for compa-
nies and managers but also for workers and their trade unions. The ETUC response 
to this challenge has been to organise special support based on a resolution adopted 
unanimously at the meeting of its Executive Committee on 15/16 October 2008:

–  to establish a European Worker Participation Fund (EWPF) located within the 
European Trade Union Institute (ETUI); and 

–  to set up the European Worker Participation Competence Centre (EWPCC) as 
part of the ETUI, to be financially supported by the transfer of (part of) the re-
muneration of worker representatives on the supervisory and administrative 
boards of European companies (SEs). 

As the funds accrued by the EWPF are to be used to promote activities related to 
worker participation in general and to support worker board-level representatives 
in SEs in particular, a Board of Trustees has been set up comprising representatives 
of the European Industry Federations and certain national trade union affiliates of 
the ETUC, chaired by John Monks, General Secretary of ETUC. It is the Board of 
Trustees which sets out activities and the work programme of the EWPCC.

The EWPCC was launched at the start of 2009 and organised a gathering of worker 
representatives in SE boardrooms, together with related trade union experts, for 
an exchange of initial experiences of negotiating SE agreements and implementing 
the new European structures. In September 2009 a platform to discuss ‘Corporate 
strategy and monitoring the European Company (SE) at a time of crisis’ was set 
up by the ETUI, the Hans-Böckler-Stiftung (Germany) and the Vienna Chamber of 
Labour (Austria). Another topical seminar was held in December 2009 on the topic 
of ‘The sustainable company – how can worker participation foster the concept in 
company boardrooms?’ This seminar was also designed to contribute to the activi-
ties resulting from the UN summit on climate change in Copenhagen.

For further information please contact: 

Bruno Demaître, ETUI, Coordinator of the EWPCC, bdemaitre@etui.org 

See also http://www.worker-participation.eu/About-WP/European-WP-Competence-Centre
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The ETUI 

The ETUI conducts research in areas of relevance to the trade unions, including the 
labour market and industrial relations, and produces European comparative stud-
ies in these and related areas. It also provides trade union educational and train-
ing activities and technical support in the field of occupational health and safety. 
Through its expertise, scientific publications, specialist journals and training pro-
grammes, the ETUI provides European trade unions with the tools to participate 
in the European debate and to contribute actively to the development of the Social 
Dialogue and the achievement of Social Europe. Its current work programme is 
built around the following five priorities: worker participation, social dialogue, the 
Lisbon/sustainable development strategies and their follow-up, trade union renew-
al and the economic and financial crisis. 

The European Trade Union Institute is an international non-profit-making associa-
tion established under Belgian law and financially supported by the European Union. 

For more detailed information on the ETUI please visit the homepage www.etui.org.

Services of the ETUI in the field of worker participation
 
The worker-participation.eu website seeks to meet the increasing need for 
accurate and easily accessible information by giving its users access to what is hap-
pening at European level in the field of employee rights to information, consultation 
and board-level representation (participation). 
 
Information available on worker-participation.eu includes: 

— European Works Councils (EWC) 
— European Company (SE)/European Cooperative Society (SCE) 
— Information, consultation & participation framework 
— Corporate governance & EU company law 
— EU Social Dialogue 
— EU-27 national industrial relations 
 
The EWC database http://ewcdb.eu has been widely used as a reference source 
by a range of EU and national institutions as well as research centres and academic 
institutions. It also represents a useful tool for all practitioners dealing with EWCs 
and employee participation in their daily work (e.g. European Trade Union Federa-
tions, trade unions, shop stewards, employee representatives, EWC members). 
 
It contains:

— the details and texts of agreements establishing European Works Councils 
— agreements negotiated by EWCs on specific topics (substantive agreements) 
—  (brief) information on multinational companies falling within the scope of the 

EWC Directive including records and reference to European Companies and 
their SE Works Council agreements 
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—  Apart from the database service on the http://ewcdb.eu you will find information 
on some legal aspects of the operation of EWCs (‘Legal provisions’ section). In 
addition, in the legal area of http://ewcdb.eu (‘Jurisprudence’), you will find a 
recent list of legal cases (ECJ and national courts) in which EWCs were involved, 
or where a decision had an impact on their operation.
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