German Rail Deal Could Spell Trouble for Economy

After 10 months of bitter bargaining and crippling strikes, Germany's train drivers have clinched 11 percent more pay and the right to their own, separate labor contract. That, say media commentators, spells trouble for Germany's system of collective wage bargaining.

Job done: Engine-driver union GDL leader Manfred Schell has secured 11 percent more pay and key concessions from railway operator Deutsche Bahn.

Germany's train drivers finally appear to have reached an agreement on pay and conditions with railway operator Deutsche Bahn after a 10-month dispute that brought chaos to the network. 

The GDL train drivers' union and Deutsche Bahn said on Sunday they were close to reaching a deal and that only details had yet to be ironed out. German media commentators say the small GDL union has emerged the winner, having clinched an 11 percent wage hike, an €800 ($1,182) one-off payment and crucially, the right to negotiate separately from the country's two other, bigger railway unions. Deutsche Bahn managed to resist GDL's initial demand of 31 percent more pay but failed in its bid to keep the GDL locked into a sector-wide labor contract. 

Some commentators say the deal could spell trouble for Germany's system of industry-wide wage bargaining, a tradition that has been credited with ensuring relatively smooth industrial relations for decades. Both doctors and pilots have led the way in splitting off from larger, collective bargaining agreements. Now that the country's engine drivers have secured their own separate wage contract, other distinct job categories within the industrial sector may decide to follow suit, starting a trend that could lead to frequent labor disputes and crippling strikes.

Business daily Financial Times Deutschland writes:

"The outcome is a significant wage increase of slightly more than 10 percent and more power for the GDL.... There's scarcely been a labor dispute in the history of the republic that had so much impact on ordinary citizens while being conducted in such an amateurish fashion. Train cancellations with little notice, a strike leader who decided to take time off and visit a health resort during the dispute, or strike announcements that changed hour by hour, made the public increasingly angry. The little GDL should now end its big show once and for all."

Conservative Die Welt writes:

"The settlement in the railway's labor dispute was expensive and it's a deal that will have an impact far beyond Deutsche Bahn. The price the management were ready to pay was in effect nothing less than sacrificing collective wage bargaining. The railway is storing up a lot of trouble for itself by allowing the GDL to negotiate autonomously alongside the other railway unions. And the big unions will now finally have to ask themselves when the next job category will start to split off from and try to hammer out better conditions for itself.

"The pilots and the doctors showed the way and now the GDL has proved that it's possible even for a job category that isn't a professional elite to separate itself from the established union camp. That will whet the appetite of other job categories. The big unions must quickly counter this trend. Only if it pays more attention to the needs of individual occupation categories in the future and adjusts labor deals accordingly will it prevent collective bargaining, which has been and remains a pillar of the German economic system, from collapsing.

Left-wing Berliner Zeitung writes:

"It was a long and difficult birth. Now millions of railway travellers can breathe a sigh of relief. Porsche, BMW, many chemical groups and the port of Hamburg will also be pleased. The railway drivers' strikes had caused chaos and millions of euros in losses here."

"The union with its charismatic leaders Schell and his designated successor Claus Weselsky risked a lot and even put the very existence of their trade union on the line. But it won. It has its own separate wage agreement, it will in the future be able to negotiate wages and working hours on behalf of the railway drivers, it has 8 percent more pay, a hefty one-off payment and an additional 3 percent more from September. The engine drivers saved face in this wage dispute in which the negotiators on both sides often had their gloves off."

Center-left Süddeutsche Zeitung sounds a note of caution and says Germany shouldn't celebrate the end of the dispute too soon. 

"Is it actually possible that this dispute is over? Have the railway management and the trade union actually agreed, after a dispute that was unprecedented in the history of post-war German labor relations?

"The last hurdle in this dispute will only have been taken when the heads of the rail management and the union have written the last letters of their signatures under the completed wage agreement (...) That is to happen by January 31. Before then a series of a details have to be clarified and it isn't difficult to imagine a sudden flare-up here or there."

