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Disputes concerning a new Employee representatives act in Estonia

The Estonian Ministry of Social Affairs drafted the new Employee representatives act (ERA) in autumn 2005. The purpose of the draft is to transpose Directive 2002/14/EC, which establishes a general framework for informing and consulting employees in the European Community, into Estonian law. 

In comparison with the current version of ERA, the draft changes the method of electing shop stewards, specifies the competence of shop stewards and establishes the procedure of information and consultation.

The intention to abolish the present rules for electing shop stewards in the new law has given rise to extensive discussions. According to the current law, shop stewards are elected by the members of the trade union or by a general meeting of employees who do not belong to a union. In practice, shop stewards are usually elected in companies with a trade union. The draft, however, foresees the election of shop stewards only by the general meeting of employees. 

Hence, the new act makes significant changes in the system of employee representation in Estonia. Instead of the current one-channel system, the draft establishes a two-channel system of employee representation, that is, shop stewards represent all employees in questions connected with their job and representatives elected by a trade union represent members of the trade union in issues laid down in the Trade Unions Act.

The Confederation of Estonian Trade Unions opposes the conception of the new act. Its position is that an employer may influence the general meeting of employees in the election of shop stewards and the draft regulation essentially weakens the position of trade unions in communications with the employer.

The Ministry of Social Affairs, on the other hand, holds that as only about 10 per cent of employees are trade union members equal opportunities to be informed and consulted by the employer must be extended to all employees, not only union members.

The Estonian Employers’ Confederation backs the Ministry, declaring that the new act creates a more democratic system of employee representation by providing all employees with the possibility of electing shop stewards in their company.

The Ministry of Social Affairs has submitted the draft to the Estonian Government.

For the opinion of the Estonian Employers’ Confederation see: http://www.ettk.ee/en/newseng/2006/01/item22145
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