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Collective Labor Bargaining: Greater involvement of workers and 

companies in effective social dialogue and collective bargaining with a 

view to strengthening economic and social cohesion 

 

Can we do better? 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen. 

 

My thanks for the opportunity given me to share the experience resulting 

from active participation in collective bargaining processes, as well as what 

I understand about the issue to talk about and a praise to the organizers of 

this thematic course, dedicated to a very current issue. 

 

I believe that a brief overview of the sector that I come from and that serves 

as a backdrop for the collective bargaining processes is relevant, year after 

year and has been going on for many decades. 

 

The Portuguese home textile industry is eminently an exporter, consisting of 

almost 100 industrial units, markedly capital intensive, but with a significant 

labor component, attending the final stage of the industrial process. 

 

In 2019, it exported to more than 140 markets and, in a group of 160 supplier 

countries, the Portuguese home textile industry occupies the enviable 5th 

place in a situation that, unfortunately, cannot be compared to any other 

national industrial sector. Disaggregating in terms of products, Portugal is 

the 3rd worldwide supplier of quilts, the 4th of sheets and the 5th of 

terrytowels. 

 

Portuguese home textiles are on the mandatory route for all global home 

textile buyers, despite unfair competition from countries that artificially 
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manipulate the currency, while benefiting from free access to our own 

market. 

 

As the home textile article is a “commodity”, the added value of our industry 

lies in the ability to create, innovate, develop, be flexible, be close to the 

markets, present a good service, using modern technology and constantly 

evolving. 

 

The largest companies based in the European Union that produce 

terrytowels, sheets, bedspreads and tapestry are Portuguese. 

 

However, and in order to consider how relative this dimension is, the largest 

European company producing terrytowels (and it is Portuguese, as I said), 

annually produces around 6,000 tons of this product, and one large Indian 

company and there are several, produces monthly the same amount and it’s 

integrated into industrial conglomerates. 

 

The Portuguese home textile industry has the worldwide relevance already 

identified, but in the European context it had in the Spanish, French and 

Italian industry, three of the main competitors and that the deindustrialization 

of Europe, mainly at the level of the intermediate industry, almost made it 

disappear, fundamentally from 2005 with the invasion of very cheap 

products of Asian origin, at a time when the principle of protecting consumer 

interests prevailed. 

 

It was the primacy of consumer interest, which the importers and distributors 

took to the last consequence, with the support of the European Commissioner 

for Trade, which largely led to the 20 million unemployed in the European 

Union. 

 

In fact, the consumer's interest is not in the purchase of the cheap product, 

but in the defense of employment. 
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Confusing competence defense with protectionist policies, a significant part 

of the European Union's industrial capacity has been eliminated, mistakenly 

believing that a society can live off services without a strong industrial 

fabric. 

 

In this context, the Portuguese home textile industry has survived, adapted 

to the reality of the market - in 2009, compared to 2004, it sold 35% less and 

with the exception of some units that already had their final destination set, 

even before the turbulence of those years, it was able to remain active and, 

on this date, it presents a favorable performance, which is intended and 

wishes that it can last over time, despite the global uncertainty resulting from 

the epidemiological outbreak that affects everyone. 

 

In addition, to finish this note, the home textile industry presents a favorable 

trade balance - for each euro imported, it exports € 3.80, that is, a coverage 

rate of 380%, which compares with the 120% of the industry textile and 

clothing as a whole. 

 

Back to the topic that was assigned to me - Collective bargaining - social 

dialogue. Can we do better? I articulated a set of data that result from the 

analysis of the collective bargaining processes that I know best - mine. 

 

Since experience is not synonymous with any value that, in itself, deserves 

special consideration, what I am going to share are results from the 

appreciation that can be made of, within the scope of collective bargaining 

processes in which I participate only remember a few years without a final 

agreement, that is, my rate of successful cases is over 85%, which is not bad 

at all. 

 

If I had to submit a subtitle to this presentation, I think it would properly 

identify itself as a good practice. 
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The first idea that comes to mind is that I do not point out a bad practice of 

conflict in terms of collective bargaining, with regard to the home textile and 

wool industry, considering that this is the same process. 

 

Nevertheless, and because there are many obstacles in collective bargaining, 

I must remember the bad feeling resulting from the implementation of a 

special Law, at the very end of last century. 

 

In this case, I believe that the climate of crisis, then experienced - and that 

was significant, was the result of a politically poorly conducted diploma, 

which transferred to the sectors and companies the burden of its practical 

application as well as of its use, on the part of the trade union organizations, 

intending to conclude that, in addition to the reduction of working time, the 

elimination of work on Saturday was also at stake, that is, union conduct was 

guided by the creation of conviction among workers and public opinion in 

general, that the elimination of work on Saturday was at stake. 

 

Without distorting that moment, and without forgetting the many 

vicissitudes then experienced, namely the conflicts within the employers' 

own associative movement to which I belong, the solution was found when 

the employers and union parties concluded that it was important to find the 

solution and not to feed the problem, and that this did not depend on the 

Government's interpretations, but on the alternatives that direct contacts 

could allow. 

 

It was not yet the social dialogue between workers and companies, but 

between their representatives. 

 

Interestingly, this period of controversy had a practical effect that should be 

noted - it was within the scope of this bargaining process that, for the first 

time, the so-called “weekend shifts” or “4th and 5th shifts” were regulated. 

In fact, their existence had been common, without legal support, and the 

difficulty in collective bargaining processes lay in the creation of a regime 

that harmonized the practices that were implemented in the field. 
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But not only, taking advantage of the “open door” by this diploma, for the 

first time an adaptability regime emerged, years later improved and which 

was the genesis of the current “special adaptability regime”, somewhere 

between adaptability and “bank hours ", five years before the manifestly 

important and widely advertised" Autoeuropa Agreement ", of 28 March 

2003. 

 

I recall what was the result of that April 1998 agreement: reduction of the 

working week to 5 days, with a total of 40 hours of normal working hours; 

working hours may vary according to a schedule defined in average terms in 

a reference period of 6 months, subsequently extended to 12 months; 

framework of the aforementioned weekend shifts; rest breaks after 6 hours 

of consecutive work (5 hours in general law), namely. 

 

It is a case to conclude that, a period of conflict allowed to legally frame a 

situation that concerned everyone and, interestingly, that was the key to 

sectoral pacification, accompanied by some more major changes. 

 

Once again, social dialogue prevailed, at the level of representatives of the 

parties, but which deserved the agreement of workers and employers. 

 

I repeat what I have already said in other forums - I am not a student of the 

phenomenon of collective bargaining and social dialogue and everything that 

involves it in a theoretical, academic or scientific point of view - for which I 

do not have the necessary skils and knowhow, but because I have 

participated in two annual processes for more than 35 years and I share 

experiences with colleagues involved in other negotiating tables, I have a set 

of reflections that I think I can transmit and that will have some rigor, at least 

practical. 

 

Sometimes, regrettably too often, we hear the statement that Portuguese 

collective bargaining is blocked. 
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Being a good title, which seems to stand on its own - at least for political 

agents and opinion makers, who so often take interventions out of step with 

reality because they do not know or manipulate it, perhaps because it is 

important to leave a mark with their presence, the consequence should be to 

look for the cause or causes for the eventual stagnation of the processes and 

not its mere verification from the statistical data of how many business 

processes were closed year after year, or because one intends to influence 

decisions only by the force of repetition. 

 

Right from the start, collective bargaining free of political-dogmatic 

framework, is about 35 years old, that is, it is mature. 

 

Throughout this period of time, collective conventions have evolved. 

 

In some cases, they were purged of aspects that, having been negotiated, 

were truly imposed by a prevailing revolutionary climate, in other situations 

they were following the labor-law framework and, in many opportunities, 

they were innovative in the search for the solutions that best responded to 

reality of the sectors covered and, how often, it was not the collective 

agreements that created regimes that were subsequently enshrined in the 

form of a legal diploma. 

 

Undoubtedly, it was the social dialogue between employers' and trade union 

associations that influenced the national legal framework. 

 

Reflecting on the collective bargaining process of ANIT-LAR since 1983, I 

divide it into three periods. 

 

The first, from 1983 to 2003, was mainly characterized by an annual 

bargaining, certainly with salary revision, accompanied by the consecration 

of some specific regimes - with a global text with a union structure and 
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another text , say in a reduced version and with only one union 

representation, which stood out. 

 

In the name of historical rigor, the mandate we were then given was not the 

most facilitating, in the sense of obtaining an agreement with the same scope, 

whatever the other intervening trade union. 

 

Indeed, during this time, we could have done better. 

 

The 2003 and 2004 period was extremely complex for my collective 

contracting processes. 

 

The publication and entry into force of the Labor Code was approaching, so 

we did not know what to negotiate and how to negotiate during the normal 

phase of our process, which was easy the mutual perception - on the part of 

the employers' and trade union associations, that objective conditions for it 

did not exist. 

 

We all knew the proposals, the projects, the discussions at the Social 

Concert, we participated in many preparatory acts, but experience also told 

us that at the last moment, in the Assembly of the Republic, important 

changes could occur. 

 

It can thus be said that collective bargaining was stopped in 2003, but not the 

social dialogue, which allowed it to develop a work in an off-record mode. 

 

But, if this was the effect, the cause was in the decision to draft new labor 

legislation - objectively necessary. 

 

But 2004 didn't go any better. Indeed, the intention of legislative 

systematization was halfway and the Regulation of the Labor Code - another 
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Code with 499 articles in addition to 689 of the Labor Code, results from 

another diploma, which saw the light of day eleven months after the 

publication of the Labor Code and eight months after its entry into force. 

 

And here came the second constraint, or blockade if you understand it better 

defined. In fact, apart from matters of a pecuniary nature, nothing else could 

be negotiated and even the salary review was very limited because 

bargaining presupposes a balance that does not result from a process as 

limited as that. 

 

I suspect that we could hardly have done better. 

 

The third period, started in 2006 and remains until today. 

 

It coincides with the celebration of a new convention, certainly restoring 

institutes, so often recognized for their uses in companies, but being 

innovative because it addressed a wide range of areas with new solutions. 

 

I believe that those solutions have been well accepted, not so much by my 

judgment, but because the industry has applied them without difficulty to 

point out and are found in other conventions, and that it is still a recent 

feature. 

 

The regulation of labor relations cannot be dependent on theoretical 

considerations, but must conform to the reality of the business fabric, be it 

industrial, commercial, services or tourism and agriculture. 

 

In these terms, when we find an atomized industrial fabric, in the sense of a 

vast group of companies, micro, small, medium and a few large ones, the 

center of labor regulation cannot be in companies per se, but in the respective 

sectors and this is important on the social dialogue point of view. 
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I am one of those who believe that collective bargaining should reserve the 

role of defining the conditions that are specific and characterizing the 

respective sector of activity, always in the strictest respect for the current 

legal framework. 

 

But, how many times is this not causing us tremendous difficulties. 

 

Have we ever stopped to think that the last Labor Code was published in 

February 2009 and has already been subject to fifteen amendments and a few 

more separate diplomas and that so many other legislative interventions are 

being announced? 

 

How will it be possible to develop work with a minimum of professional 

rigor, in terms of collective bargaining, in the face of legislative frequency 

and scope like the one that has characterized us? That is, how can we do 

better? 

 

How will it be possible to strive to increase the greater involvement of 

companies and workers in the face of manifest national legislative 

instability? 

 

And don't think that I agree with the intention that a Government should 

legislate only once per legislative session or legislature with respect to 

certain areas of intervention, because that is not necessarily the case. 

 

It is undoubtedly important to legislate, introducing changes in the face of 

injustices or gaps that must be integrated, but it is essential that the legal 

system has consistency and that time consolidates it. 
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That being so, what can be expected to happen when a few more changes are 

envisaged, because the political leaders of a political party, when in 

opposition, promise to change this and that just because they legitimately 

yearn to be Government or before political agreements of circumstance and 

tendentially ephemeral? 

 

In order that collective bargaining does not define itself, being limited to the 

salary scale, we have to draw on the inventive spirit and introduce safeguard 

clauses in the collective agreement so that we cannot be confronted with 

devastating changes, which contradict the will of the parties, which 

materializes the will of the workers and companies it represents and, if we 

so wish, of this specific model of social dialogue. 

 

The blockade has mostly been external to my processes and can lead to 

serious conflict, not so much between the negotiating agents, employers and 

union associations, but fundamentally at the level of labor relations, which 

is necessary avoid. 

 

Conflict and bargaining intertwine with another aspect, which I like to call 

human relations. 

 

I will not describe how this process goes from the proposal, through the 

counter proposal, continuing in the direct bargainings and desirably ending 

with the agreement, with regard to the content of documents, protocols, 

minutes and commitments, but I will always say that the counter proposal it 

cannot be a mere "tout court" rejection of the proposal without substantial 

content and that the bargaining protocol should not consist of the formal act 

to comply with the schedule of the first meeting and that, from meeting to 

meeting, time is spent discussing the minutes of the previous meeting. 

 

In the processes in which I participate, union and employer proposals have 

content, are substantiated (whether or not they agree with their content), 

serve as basic documents, the topics to be dealt with in each meeting are pre-

defined. 
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I also want to leave a note for the fact that it is also people that we are dealing 

with, that we have to respect in the role they play, in order to be respected in 

what we propose and defend. 

 

This is undoubtedly what needs to be done better. 

 

If we are able to improve these components of the social dialogue, the 

experience tells me that the conflict, if it does not disappear, is at least very 

attenuated and, also the experience, that it is this respect that leads to 

credibility, to trust among the representatives, to a fair bargaining and to 

prevent much of the latent conflict in processes that confront diverging 

interests and that in the end can be translated into the celebration of a 

collective agreement because, being not a sufficient condition, it is, for right, 

necessary. 

 

A few years ago I commented, in another meeting, that I was curious to 

understand how the bargaining process would proceed, given a new fact in 

these last decades - it would be the first time that the bargaining would take 

place in a climate of deflation, prolonging the stagnation of prices. 

 

It is true that companies tend to restore the purchasing power of their 

workers, and if possible to see it improved, in a period of absence of inflation, 

as would the revision of the collective labor contract be seen, namely in its 

pecuniary aspect and that effect would it determine for the clause as a whole? 

 

The truth is that we were able to reach an agreement, with an increase in 

wages and changing some details of the clauses. 

 

I think that, without false modesty, we were able to do well and that we 

reflected the will of those we represent. 
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Collective bargaining is not easy in itself and when we add external factors 

to the negotiating table, it becomes a thankless task to be able to do better. 

 

Because we want to reach an agreement, which favors the income and well-

being of the workers and the productivity and competitiveness of the 

companies, it is that I consider it decisive that the bargaining is, in the sense 

of a transaction, one of the most precious goods that the employers' and trade 

unions can produce and which companies and workers have benefited from. 

 

My deep conviction is that we can always reach an agreement that allows us 

to consider the collective conventions that we celebrate as an example of 

good practice in social dialogue and that other negotiating tables study our 

solutions, adopt them with the necessary adaptations, continuing to show 

how we are still able to evolve. 

 

It remains for me to reiterate my thanks for the opportunity that comes to me 

from being granted, wanting to believe that I have not frustrated your 

expectations too much and being sure that I am perfectly aware that the 

example of collective labor contracts that I help to conclude will continue to 

be good working instruments, adapted to the reality of the activities in 

question, but it is safe for me that, if that were the national focus, the social 

dialogue between companies and workers, even through this indirect route 

of their representatives, would have a greater national expression. 

 

Thank you very much. 

Luís Ribeiro Fontes 

General Secretary 

Household Textile Association 

Porto, 22 July 2020 

 

 


