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THE SECTOR AT EUROPEAN LEVEL 

 

The Textile, Clothing, Footwear and Leather Industries (TCFLIs) 

continues to play a major economic and social role within the 

manufacturing industry at a European level. In 2018, this industry 

was concentrated in the 27 member states of the European Union, 

with more than 221,000 companies (mostly micro, small and 

medium-sized enterprises) employing more than 2.2 million people 

and with a turnover of approximately 200 billion (Eurostat data). 

 

It is also important to mention the importance of these sectors in 

Turkey a country in which a significant part of their production is 

placed within the European Union (EU) because of the existing 

customs arrangements which allow greater movement of products 

between Turkey and the EU. According to the data collected, Turkey 

has a significant number of companies and workers, 79,000 

companies, approximately, and 1.6 million workers. 

 

However, the reality of these sectors has changed profoundly over 

the last 25 years with the opening of the European market to non-

EU markets. The business structure of these sectors has also been 

affected by the reduction of large companies and the quick growth of 

micro, small and medium-sized enterprises. Much of the production 

has been outsourced to other markets in other continents, creating 

an unemployment crisis in the EU in countries where this industry 

had a large weight. This forced the industry to restructure, and to 
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focus on the areas of product development, creation, automation, 

and innovation. 

 

The TCFLIs have readjusted and became more competitive in a 

global market. The sectors have become more heterogeneous in 

terms of their integration into the value chain, and mass production 

and low value-added companies are coexisting together with others 

which are now betting on products with a greater added value in 

terms of design, fashion, technical textiles (smart fabrics) and 

greener (green economy). The results of this readjustment are 

visible in the many different applications of their products, from 

everyday utilities to textiles, clothing, footwear and accessories, to 

the use of technical textiles, especially smart fabrics, in the 

aeronautics industry, the automobile industry, from construction to 

agriculture, health, high-performance sports and individual 

protection.  

 

EDUCATION AND VOCATIONAL TRAINING  

 

This restructuring of the industry has required greater cooperation 

between education and the technological development with 

companies and sectors. Today we see that education systems which 

allow young people to have access to a vocational education route 

aimed at our sectors as an alternative to the general education 

route. These courses are designed by taking into account the skills 

benchmarks of the many different professions which define, in terms 
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of training, the syllabus to carry out the training and to certify the 

knowledge of the young people who attend it as professionals, thus 

ensuring a certified vocational training. 

 

This training offer is also intended to meet the needs identified and 

can be of 3 types: 

• initial training (vocational training with school equivalency);  

• continuing training, usually of short duration and with the aim of 

meeting specific needs;  

• training for professional reconversion allowing, only training with 

the vocational component.  

 

Our sectors currently also have a number of university centres which 

articulate with technological centres and companies and that have in 

their curricula courses directed to our sectors, training executives 

and innovating in the organisation and products of companies.  

We note by way of example in Portugal the work carried out by 

protocol training centres, aimed at the textile, clothing, footwear 

and leather sectors which have been working with companies to 

certify skills acquired in a working context. In other words, 

workers who entered the industry without any training and carried 

out all their learning in a working context can today see this 

knowledge transformed into certified skills. 
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ORGANISATION OF WORK 

 

These sectors are export oriented sectors whose competition in the 

global market, without social and environmental rules, where we are 

integrated from the end of the last century, seeks to ensure a rapid 

response and a permanent variation of the products and services 

provided.  

 

In this new competitive environment, daily working times and the 

intensity of working rhythms have undergone profound changes, 

especially in labour-intensive activities, with consequences for 

workers in terms of the desire for a healthy working life.  

 

Our vision and knowledge of the sectoral reality allows us to list a 

set of practices in the organisation of work that go in the opposite 

direction of a healthy working life:  

• the organisation of the different job positions follows the old 

taylorist model, without a rotation of workers, subjecting them to 

monotonous and repetitive functions in extended hours of up to 

10 or 12 hours a day and to high intensity work rhythms;  

In addition to this, we highlight, for instance, the Turkish 

experience which created a scholarship to support young people 

who want to follow the course of Textile Engineering, seeking to 

encourage young people to choose this professional outlet and 

thus add more value to their industry. 
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• many of the equipment used does not meet ergonomic 

standards;  

• a significant proportion of middle management does not have 

adequate training for these functions, particularly in the areas of 

occupational health and safety prevention, transforming 

workplaces into spaces which generate accelerated skeletal and 

psychosocial muscle diseases. 

 

HEALTH AND SAFETY AT WORK 

 

We note with great concern the increase in the over-taking of 

antidepressants and the use of sick leave by women workers 

subject to this organisational model as well as those who contract 

musculoskeletal diseases, which are not recognised as occupational 

diseases and, in some cases, it is the workers themselves who bear 

all or part of the recovery treatments with their low salaries.   

 

When they return to their professional activities, often with different 

levels of disability, there are no procedures in these companies 

which allow them to fully integrate in functions appropriate to their 

capacities.  

 

We identified situations where workers with a high level of disability 

were placed back in the same job with the same production 

requirements. This working environment becomes a bad practice on 

order to achieve the goal of a safe and healthy work environment 



 

7 

 

and its public knowledge is one of the several causes which 

contributes to diminish the attractiveness of qualified young people 

to job offers in these sectors, a scarcity recognised today by the 

various Employer Associations. 

 

PROFESSIONAL CAREERS 

 

Most professions in our sectors are very close to the national 

minimum wage. And in a context of full employment, young people 

tend not to favour our sectors. Wages are low and skills are highly 

demanding, the pace of work is very intense, functions are 

monotonous and repetitive, and young people consider that for the 

salary they are paid they prefer to look for other jobs with less 

demand and less hardship. This means that the relationship 

between the demands of companies and what is paid is unbalanced 

and therefore our sectors do not become attractive to young people. 

 

 

Professional careers are not attractive either. Taking the 

Portuguese example: a professional category which has 3 levels 

of progression, 3rd, 2nd and 1st, the wage gap is so small that 

whenever the minimum wage is updated the three levels stay at 

the minimum wage and therefore workers do not see their career 

progression valued on a  wage level.  

 



 

8 

 

BIPARTITE AND TRIPARTITE SOCIAL DIALOGUE 

 

As a result of the interventions, we found that the Social Dialogue in 

the four countries is tripartite, i.e. in each country there is a forum for 

Social Dialogue involving public institutions, trade unions and 

employers, where the economic, social and legislative situations at 

the national level and the standards of the labour code are 

discussed. However, although institutional structures still exist, they 

have become dysfunctional in Turkey. 

 

At a sectoral and enterprise level, dialogue becomes bipartite, 

engaging trade union and employer associations. In Portugal and 

Hungary collective bargaining is sectoral. In both countries, 

collective bargaining takes place every year between workers' and 

employers' representatives, leading or not to the signing of a new 

contract.  

 

In Portugal, a new figure has emerged, that of lapse, which can be 

triggered to lead to the elimination of rights and standards 

negotiated unilaterally by one of the parties, with  

 

the associated damage that this situation could bring to workers. In 

Portugal, this situation has recently arisen in which an employers' 

association for the textile and clothing sector has activated the 

sunset clause, with the result that the workers covered by that 

collective bargaining agreement lose their rights acquired through 
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collective bargaining, and the minimum standards defined by the 

Labour Code apply. 

 

In Malta and Turkey, collective bargaining takes place at an 

enterprise level, and can only take place when the trade union 

organisation represents 50% + 1 employee of the enterprise. This 

implies that for enterprises in the same sector workers may have 

different rights, either because the contracts are not the same or 

only because in one enterprise there is a negotiated contract and in 

another enterprise there is not, in which case the general regime of 

the Labour Code applies. In Turkey, there is still no collective 

bargaining in most companies in these sectors. 

 

We also seek to assess how the Social Dialogue and Collective 

Bargaining reacted to the economic crisis and what results were 

achieved in the post-crisis period between 2011 and 2018. The 

assessment made in Portugal highlights the period between 2012 

and 2015, when the country was under financial intervention by the 

European Troika, with profound changes to the labour code which 

led to cuts in rights such as: holidays; an increase in holidays; a 

reduction in the amount of overtime pay; more flexible working 

hours; a reduction in indemnities; the suspension of the publication 

of extension ordinances; more power for employers to take unilateral 

decisions and weakening the right to collective bargaining and its 

application. Between 2012 and 2015 sectoral negotiations were 

blocked by employers. In addition to these policies the sectoral 
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reality of wages close to the minimum wage makes these sectors 

unattractive for young people.  

 

The assessment made in Hungary is a positive one. There is a good 

atmosphere among the organisations participating in the bipartite 

dialogue, with frequent formal and informal meetings, joint 

participation in events and other activities. However, they note that 

the 2010 government reforms to the Labour Code have limited 

workers' rights, such as the right to strike, increased hours of 

overtime, changes to the pension system and early retirement. 

 

In Turkey, between 2011 and 2018, there was a slight increase in 

the number of workers covered by a collective agreement, an 

increase of approximately 0.3% (from 6.7% in 2011 to 7% in 2018).  

 

The textile, clothing and leather sectors contributed to this increase 

by 0.9% between 2012 and 2018 (from 4.6% in 2012 to 5.5% in 

2018). 

 

Despite the increase in the number of workers covered by a 

collective agreement, it has emerged that most agreements have 

been rectified by the Arbitration Court, pointing out that social 

dialogue and collective bargaining have had many difficulties in 

functioning properly in Turkey. According to data collected in 2011, 

only 6% of collective agreements were ratified by the Arbitration 

Court, in 2017 this figure rose to 72%. 
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In Malta, a social dialogue mechanism has been set up, the 

"Maltese Council for Economic and Social Development" (CESD), 

which brings together government representatives, trade union 

confederations, employers' associations and civil societies. The 

Council discusses both legislation and the economic and social 

situation with an impact at a national level. This mechanism has 

enabled Social Dialogue and collective bargaining in Malta to have a 

positive outcome during the period from 2011 to 2018, with a review 

of legislation for industry that is more adjusted to needs as well as to 

a review concerning an increase of the minimum wage.  

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

According to Eurostat data, if in countries such as Portugal, Hungary 

and Turkey there was an increase in the number of workers from 

2010 to 2018, in Malta the sectors virtually disappeared. According 

to the GWU partner register, only a few garment manufacturing 

companies survived. In order to survive, they have to compete with 

countries where the cost of production is cheaper. 

 

We note that steps have been taken in the technological, product 

and training areas, but there are still a number of other situations 

that need to be changed, such as professional careers and wages, if 

these sectors are to become more competitive and attractive to 

young people. 
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But if we analyse the data at European level and despite the 

importance of this industry in terms of employment and the 

economy, it has a very low representation of young workers. In the 

27 member states of the European Union the representation of 

young workers (aged between 15 and 24) in 2018 was only 

approximately of 5%. We thus find that the TCFLIs are not the first 

option for most young people entering the labour market. 

 

Given the possibility of mobility that young people have today, their 

basic training which is higher than a few years ago, it is not difficult 

to find a better paid job with better conditions in comparison to the 

ones offered by these sectors.  

 

If on the one hand we see that the sectors have been able to react 

to the opening to the Global Market, through the development of 

new products, creation and innovation we can also see that in other 

dimensions such as work organisation, health and safety at work, 

professional careers, remuneration till big steps to be taken and it is 

necessary that the Social Dialogue and namely in the scope of the 

Sectoral and Company Collective Bargaining is given particular 

attention and reconciliation of professional life with family life and 

leisure there are still big steps to achieve and it’s necessary that 

Social Dialogue and the Sectoral and Company level Collective 

Bargaining reinforces the focus: 
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1. To the continuous training in companies which guarantees 

workers, and particularly young people, new knowledge, 

enabling them to adapt and take up other functions and activities 

within the company in which they work; 

 

2. To professional careers which allow a greater dignity of 

knowledge and professions and a corresponding improvement in 

remuneration; 

 

3. To new models of working time organisations which allow a 

better balance of time for work, family and leisure; 

 

4. To new models of job organisation that reduce the 

consequences of monotonous and repetitive activities such as 

skeletal muscle and psychosocial diseases. 
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