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Framework Agreements: a brief introduction

The International Framework Agreements (IFAs) or Global Framework Agreements are those
negotiated between Multinational Companies (MNCs) and Global Union Federations (GUFSs)
with the purpose of ensuring international labour standards in all countries and locations where
MNCs operate. These are proposals by unions in order to improve the social and labour
performance of multinational companies as well as the social and work conditions in the context

of globalization. The IFAs are therefore tools for social dialogue with a global reach.

In recent years much has been written on the potential and the implications of IFAs®. Their
development has fostered extensive academic interest. There have been numerous studies
devoted to the analysis of their contents and the various actors' expectations. The high level of
interest reflects their potential. They could potentially fill an important gap in the ongoing
process of globalization: multinationals operate globally whereas labour standards are

predominantly national in scope.

Through the IFAs, the objective is to improve multinationals' labour and social behaviour
throughout their geographically dispersed production centres. Initially, IFAs focused on securing
commitments concerning fundamental principles and rights at work: freedom of association and

collective bargaining, as well as the terms and conditions of employment.

This study, however, focuses on other aspects of the agreements: the clauses related to the

environment and occupational health and safety (OHS). Both issues share a number of

characteristics. Nevertheless, they are also quite distinct in certain regards, they are generally

treated in an integrated manner by trade unions and for years have been merged into one

i mportant area of trade unioh antdismafetyyl addfieaviup:
(OHSE).

Historically, trade unions have addressed these issues together. The participation of workers in
environmental policies in the workplace developed through committees and departments who
were in charge of occupational health for different reasons. Firstly, these were spaces for

innovative trade union action transcending traditional demands i wages and basic working

! papadakis, Konstantinos. (2008).Cross-border social dialogue and agreements: An emerging global industrial
framework? International Labour Organization (ILO), .267-288;

Schémann, Isabelle, Sobczak, André, Voss, Eckhard, & Wilke, Peter. (2008, March). Codes of conduct and international
framework agreements: New forms of governance at company level. European Foundation for the Improvement of
Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound);

Hammer. Nikolaus. (Winter 2005). International Framework Agreements: global industrial relations between rights and
bargaining, Transfer 4/05 11 (4) 511-530;

Ficther, Michael and Sydow, Jorg. (2008). Organization and Regulation of Employment Relations in Transnational
Production and Supply Networks. Ensuring Core Labour Standards through International Framework Agreements?
Freie Universitat Berlin, Germany



conditions. Secondly, from a workplace perspective, the environment can be perceived in two
phases:i nttlee nadl environmento whi ch consi st
environment which relates to the context and means through which a company carries out its
activities. The technical expertise that is available through trade union departments, committees
and occupational health representatives, enables workers to find the appropriate information
and integrate the difficulties associated with environmental issues. Lastly, there is an evident
link between health, environment and the need to establish integrated systems to foster

improvements in both domains.

In most of the agreements that have been studied, as well as in the initiatives that were
developed for their implementation, these themes have been simultaneously and jointly
addressed. Since IFA proposals are generally initiated by trade unions, the inclusion of OHS
and environmental issues has followed union organisational realities. Although in this study both

areas will be analysed and presented separately, actors have often addressed them together.

On the other hand, despite the tradition in trade union circles of linking environmental issues to
occupational health, a progressive trend towards their differentiation can be seen. Several
reasons have been given to explain this. Among them, we find that environmental policies
occupy an increasingly significant place, for example climate change and the effect of its
mitigation policies on production. Workers are increasingly prepared to take part in the
elaboration and monitoring of environmental policies. Indeed, it is progressively more
recognised that environmental policies are essential in order to ensure decent and sustainable
jobs in the long run. Strategic decisions relating to production are increasingly being shaped by
considerations for the environmental impact and the consequences of the environmental
policies that are put into practice in order to mitigate it. For this reason, the environment could
hold a growing place in social dialogue and employer-worker negotiations and workers could be
willing to participate and have a more active role in initiatives and fora where environmental

issues are being addressed, in or outside of the framework of industrial relations.

If the trade union culture is one of linking OHS and environment, the employers' tradition is quite
different. The environmental policies and commitments of MNCs are normally developed by
Environmental Departments that have little relation with the Human Resources Departments
and Company representatives in charge of dealing with negotiations with workers. In other
words, environment is placed outside of the reach of workers” engagement, and it is generally
addressed through environmental management departments and through other voluntary
initiatives, such as codes of conduct, that imply limited worker and trade union participation. To
contextualize them in this broader framework, in addition to analyzing the International

Framework Agreements, other policies have also been examined for the companies studied.

t
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In the last decades, social agents (environmentalists, consumers, local communities, amongst
others) have called for the introduction of environmental responsibility in business practices. On
numerous occasions, workers have taken part in such demands, in others they have not, due to
the perception of potential risks to their jobs. On the whole, currently there is a strong demand

from trade unions for multinationals to be more socially and environmentally sustainable.

Discussions in this study are centred on IFAs and on global social dialogue for occupational
health and safety, and environment. However, there are also other initiatives by MNCs that deal
with OHS and particularly environment and that may involve workers to a greater or lesser
extent. These initiatives are not the direct object of study here, but it should be noted that they

may have synergies.

For the inclusion of any of these issues in the IFAs, some conditions have to be given. Firstly
the issue, here OHS and/or environment, needs to be considered an object of discussion
through social dialogue. Each party must to recognise, more or less explicitly, the legitimacy of
the other to address the given issue and there must be joint agreement on the adequacy of the
instrument to tackle the issue, in this case the IFA. It would otherwise be unlikely for these

issues to be included in the IFA.

In that sense, occupational health and safety has undoubtedly become a theme of social
dialogue although marginal examples in the companies studied exist where it is not yet
recognized as such. The defence of workers” health has held a prominent position in the
negotiation agenda by Trade Union organizations; and as a consequence multinationals have
increasingly recognised its importance.

Environmental issues, on the other hand, do not benefit from the same level of recognition.
Although there are some concrete examples in countries, companies and sectors of the
recognition of the environmental rights for workers, the issue is yet far from considered as a
general area for social dialogue. However, there is growing demand at the local, national and
sectoral level, for greater worker involvement. The study will highlight the main barriers for its

development and areas of advancement.



Methodology and structure

This study includes an update of the framework agreements that have already been signed. It
also offers insights into the general trends that surround IFAs, their scope and implementation.
The study analyses the environmental and occupational health and safety clauses and
mentions, the different approaches, their implementation as well as their weight in the industrial

relation scheme and social dialogue debates, barriers, challenges and drivers.
The research was carried out in two phases:

A Analysis of 72 IFAs signed up to June 2009. The different texts, clauses and mentions
relating to environmental issues and occupational health and safety were analysed with

particular attention to content, scope, and implementation and monitoring provisions.

A Field research focused on 14 agreements. A study of ten agreements was conducted with
interviews of management and worker representatives. In order to contextualize these
agreements into the broader context, other MNC policies were also examined. Four
additional agreements were selected as ini depth case studies with at least eight interviews

conducted with both parties for each one. For the list and further details see table 1 page 9.

Analysis throughout the chapters combines the information from the agreement texts and the
interviews conducted. When referring to specific text content of the agreements, material in the
study appears in brackets [...], and when referring to material extracted from interviews, content
appears as nén. I n or dtality of tbe resposdpnéscniames aee beeo
omitted while the title of the actor interviewed appears (e.g. Union or Management

representative).
The 14 companies were selected as representative based on the following criteria:

A Diversity of economic sectors, variety of Global Union Federations as signatories;

>

Diversity of head office countries, including some outside the European Union;

A Diversity with respect to date of signature to allow for the evaluation of older
agreements and their implementation, and for the identification of new trends in recently
signed agreements;

A Varying degrees of attention given to OHS and environment issues. The majority of

IFAs selected contained clauses on both issues; four have no provisions on

environment and one IFA has no provisions for OHS or for environment.
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Part 1: International Framework Agreements: developments

and trends
Rationale
Gl obalisation has produced growing concerns about

society. These concerns have producedade bat e on businessds broader soc
As a result of pressures from a variety of social agents, multinationals have increasingly been
led to sign on to initiatives in a diverse set of areas (social, environmental and health) to go
beyond sometimes deficient national legislation. In addition to responding to growing public

demands these initiatives have enabled business to improve its overall corporate image.

A number of these initiatives have bel€3R).ECIXRr med ACOT
consists of voluntary and unilateral actions taken by enterprises in order to address specific
i ssues that relate to a corporationoés broader soci
distinguishes CSR initiatives from traditional legally binding obligations. CSR is different from
fisoci al responsibilities of businessbo whi ch can b
expectations on how business should behave. Social responsibilities of business can be

imposed through laws or take the form of negotiated and non-legally binding instruments.

International Framework Agreements (IFA) represent possible tools for the advancement of
social responsibility of business. IFA are union-initiated proposals aimed at improving
mul tinati onal (MNMO rspcalr ant ilabours Performances in the context of
globalization. Their purpose is to ensure the equal implementation of international labour

standards in all countries and locations where MNC operate.

Uni onsé promotion of | ferpt at eeflifeating tthe praliferatiomgnpsvate o us at
codes of conduct away from discretionary forms of CSR and towards global social dialogue and
industrial relations (ICFTU, 1997, Justice 2001).

IFA are intended at reversing the imbalance between multinationals 6 gl ob all operations
nationally-determined labour and social regulations. IFA, like other initiatives, represent tools to

progressively reduce these disparities.

As for the purpose of this study we will use the tem IFAs, some people prefer to use Global
Framework Agreements (GFA). They are tools negotiated between MNC and Global Union
Federations (GUF whose purpose is to improve mult.i

performances in the context of globalization.
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IFA represent union-initiated responses which imply a specific approach clearly differentiating

them from CSR initiatives.

According to statements gathered in the interviews, companies are often motivated to sign such
agreements for image-related reasons. IFA represent opportunities for MNC to improve their
public image and reputation. But there are also cases in which corporations are truly committed
to ensure minimum social standards for all their employees, regardless of their geographical

location. For unionist have additional advantages: IFA represent useful tools to extend

mini mum | abour standards and soci al rights, as wel |l

certain countries and production centres where they are poorly represented.
AThe significande omhaturt polli EXxXéhamost|y n the
(Management representative)z.
iwe would |Iike to maintain our reputation as an
empl oyees of t he group know t ha {Managhmest S he
representative)
AThe reason for signing such an agreement is 0
that our business practices are exactly the same everywhere we carry out our
manuf act ur i n Maoagemnenirepresentatioe)
iThe agreement wadertoneestre Rwar stgndards for employees no
matt er wh er .dUniorhrepsesentativek o
AR(é) to use the text as a basis for 1 ocal or n
|l egislation. To provi d@nos epresentative)d of gui delinesdo
ifWe see that companies behave differiefartly i n o
example people have no working contract, no unions, etc. There are double standards 1
di fferent standards depending on t fUpion country
representative)
ifWe are not interested in signing | FA, we are m
our affiliates and recognition refers to companies that recognize working with national
affiliates as t hei (@Uniomepréesentatvéd) count er partso.

2 Note: Throughout this chapter interview quotations will be reflected in italicized text and as explained they will not
identify the respondent.
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However, IFAs are an emerging reality which still has a low visibility. For the companies studied
visibility of CSR policies is much higher than IFA. For example, from the 14 companies studied,
in 5 of them CSR occupies an important space on the website, whereas the IFA is not visible at

all. Only in one the cases studied, Danske Bank, the level of visibility is comparable.

Table 171 Visibility of the IFA and CSR

Company Visibility on the website
IFAs CSR
Chiquita No visibility Medium visibility
Danone No visibility High visibility
Danske Bank Medium visibility Medium-high
visibility
EDF No visibility High visibility
lkea Low visibility High visibility
Inditex No visibility Medium- high
visibility
Lafarge No visibility High visibility
Nampak No visibility Medium visibility
Peugeot Medium visibility High visibility
Rodhia High visibility High visibility
Royal Bam Group No visibility Medium-high
visibility
Statoil Low visibility High visibility
Umicore No visibility High visibility
WAZ Low visibility Low visibility

Framework agreements as a tool for transnational social dialogue

Much has already been written about the particular characteristics of framework agreements in

relation to other voluntary initiatives®. One of the most regularly cited characteristics of these

® (International Framework Agreements as elements of a cross-obrder industrial relations framework, Papadakis ,2008,
Codes of conduct and international framework agreements, Schomann, International Trade Union Cooperation, Fichther
2008)
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agreements is negotiated character. This characteristic has been witnessed in other multi-
stakeholder codes of conduct. What makes IFA truly innovative is that they are signed between
MNC and Global Union Federations(wh o r epresent workersd interests b

the global level).

Nevertheless, the negotiated character of framework agreements represents an essential
characteristic. Negotiation means mutual recognition by the different parties and a concerted
decision to take matters further than simply information and consultation. Negotiation implies a

higher level of participation.

ABasically, if we consider SD to iloeeishlesed on t
environmental issues, the other one being the economic and society issues i and the
third one - social issues. The IFA are an interesting tool to make sure that the social
aspect or the social side of SD is deriving from negotiated agreements rather than
unilateral charters or unilateral polic i e s . We donot believe in any of
that come from CSR policies at company level. We believe that negotiated agreements
are much more reliable and much more serious that CSR- marketing approach to

promote i nves tUronrepresénttivéd) ons o . (

Framework agreements can thus be seen as transnational tools for social dialogue. Social
dialogue, be it national or international, refers to dialogue between social partners (consisting of
management, which r epr es e nandtrade bnonsgwhichprepreseidtthe i nt er est
workforce). Social dialogue can take on a variety of forms, including collective bargaining. Most
countries dispose of a legal framework for social dialogue at the national level. These

frameworks vary considerably from one country to the next.

At the international level however, social dialogue becomes more complicated since
corporations and industries have no legal obligation to recognise trade union organisations or
engage in negotiations at the international level. There are nevertheless examples of limited
international soci al di al ogue. The 1 LO6s tripartite
enterprise level there are also numerous examples of social dialogue, one of these tools being

the International Framework Agreements.

The type of industrial relations that is promoted by framework agreements contrasts with the
more confrontational ficampaignso. The | FA process i
predetermined set of r rules of the game, fundamentally establishing policies for the strategies
and tactics used by the parties to be based more on dialogue than force, although this does not

mean that they do not sometimes lead to conflict.
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As | said, it i-o-dapworkeWe alrdv e ft lbius é&@haogw shoul d |
try to dance with the Mamagemensrepiesestdtvelad of boxi ngo.
AAnd you can even destroy an agreement by conver
then the relationship of teEeuatréd@uwidi ctheyagreeeemen
easily destroyed. And the credibility of people within that agreement is destroyed. So

these are all a s p e c (Management repkesentative} o account 0.

AThe agreement has had extremely pistosyiof i v e i mpa
confrontations, we have really evolved into an era of dialogue and negotiation. That has

been extremely important, because strikes in this industry are extremely damaging and

disrupted our business. It has been important to find solutions on where there are

extr eme opp qMdandgeament iegresentative).

Agreements establish a framework of principles and are not intended to constitute detailed
collective agreements. Their purpose is not to compete or to go against existing collective
bargaining agreements at the national level. They are rather intended at fostering the creation of

new spaces for workers to organise and bargain“.

In comparison to national industrial relations, IFA leave a high level of leeway when it comes to
their content. The issues must be approached from the perspective of principles; it is much
more difficult (and it is not their objective) to go into the particular definition of issues, as
happens in the case of collective agreements. In any event there are major differences between
the agreements studied. Though there is lack of concretion of IFAs compared to national
collective agreements, there is much concretion for the same contents in the IFAs that when

they are covered in the codes of conduct.

More generally, | FAs i mply an approach that is more #fAfor mat:i
understood as informing about already existing and agreed practices, and it has mainly a
communicative role that relates to the companies” reputation. Whereas by formative actions, the
agreements seek to improve a certain reality, to set objectives to move forward; in other words
they have a more dynamic dimension. Although, a few IFAs could be defined as having an
ffaf firmative or decl ar at i v e dgtlineaapspriesood abjectivestwittea maj or i t vy

commitment to go beyond the simple affirmation of existing practices.

When those involved in the agreements are questioned on the negotiation process, TNC
representatives generally emphasise the fact that the framework agreements confirm existing

corporate policies in the area of social dialogue. Unions, on the other hand see them as opening

* ICFTU: A Trade Union Guide to Globalisation, pp. 97, Second Edition, November 2004
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up new channels and spaces of negotiation. However, this is not always the case and some
companies also recognise areas for improvement of the dialogue with unions and state them in
the agreements themselves.

ASo, from my point of view it made sense to com
go by the rul es; play 6éby the bookd and have a
(Management representative).

AWhat i s iiltmpkois nbtdorstbp dialogue. We have a lot of social dialogue with
our employees 1 on global level we have something like 70% of our employees that are
represented by unions or elected with representatives. Which means that it is not the
most important, but it is one indicator on the fact that we have really, really a low
number of Managerhdntirepresentative).

iWe were interested in developing socies| di al ogu

and we were | ooki nMandgenment epresdnttive).l der so. (

Agreement trends

Framework agreements vary greatly: in terms of content, level of detail and complexity,

clarification of monitoring methods, etc. In a many cases they do not have the same name and

their denominations have evolved over time. Despite a number of differences, overall,
preference goes to the names Ol nternational Framew
Agreement d

In the period stretching from 1988 to 2009, the Global Union Federations concluded a total of 72
International Framework Agreements with MNC. It is interesting to note that most of these
agreements were signed after 2000. During the 12 year period that preceded 2000, there were

no more than eight international framework agreements (IFA).
The process of drawing up and signing new international agreements therefore got off to a slow
start (up to 2000). Since then there has been an average of five to ten new agreements every

year.

Figure 1- Number of total IFAs per year for the 72 texts studied.
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Distribution of IFAs signed per year
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Since 2007, it seems that there has been a relative drop in the number of agreement
negotiations (not their signing: these agreements could have been negotiated over the previous
years). This decrease is perceptible when we look at the number of signed agreements in 2009:
only 2 had been signed up to June 2009. Certain agreements could have not been finalized due
to disagreements between management and unions. The international federations, learning
from the experience developed over the past twenty years, currently wish to ameliorate the tool
in order to develop new stronger agreements (in terms of implementation, evaluation and
monitoring, and conflict resolution) which could be more difficult to accept by MNCs.
Additionally, the economic crisis has also played a part in the important decrease in the total
number of signed agreements in 2009. In the current period of recession, priorities will probably

change for the different concerned parties (in particular for employers).

°A recent study6 argues that at least three reasons explain why IFA will not turn into a
wi despread phenomenon: the number of companies that
representatives is |imited; t(Human @nd dinareibl) tdSfollowo n s 6 | i mi
up and monitor the agreements; and the need for all signatories to evaluate existing

agreementsd outcomes before signing new ones.

Several studies have looked into the geographical origins of the multinationals that have
concluded IFA. 57 of the 72 agreements that were studied were with companies whose
headquarters were in the European Union (EU). 4 were signed by Norwegian companies and
one with a Swiss company. Among the ten remaining companies with International Framework
Agreements, two house their headquarters in Brazil, one in Russia, two in South Africa.

Australia, Japan, New Zealand, Canada and the US each house one company.

® Schémann, Isabelle, Sobczak, André, Voss, Eckhard, & Wilke, Peter. (2008, March). Codes of conduct and
international framework agreements: New forms of governance at company level. European Foundation for the
Improvement of Living and Working Conditions (Eurofound),
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Most of the concluded agreements are concentrated in four countries, namely Germany (18),
France (11), The Netherlands (6) and Sweden (7)

Figure2-shows the | FA depending on the MNCO&s country o

14 cases that were studied).

The European tradition of labour relations provides a favourable context for IFA. The presence
and strength of unions in the company headquarters is fundamental in order for the tool to be
promoted and accepted by employees. While local unions have a major role to play in the
implementation process, as well as for the proposal and acceptance of IFA, strong union

organisation at the headquarter level remains paramount.

As we have seen, there are cases of non-European multinationals which have developed these
proposals. This recent phenomenon is particularly interesting. In 2006, a noteworthy total of

eight such multinationals had signed framework agreements, representing an encouraging

17






















































































































































































































































































































































































































































