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The start of the lockdown in March 2020 marked the 
beginning of an unprecedented period of instability for 
the EU food supply chain, characterised by demand and 
supply side shocks, economic policy uncertainty and 
social consequences for the sector.

According to preliminary research for the Agri com-
mittee of the European Parliament1, while the EU agri-
food supply chain has demonstrated a high degree of 
resilience as a whole, the impact of the pandemic has 
been multi-fold and significant. Farm incomes declined 
in 2020 compared to 2019 (-7,1 billion EUR), while food 
and drink production and the food service sector suf-
fered (60-90% of estimated losses between 2019 and 
2020 for the latter). Conversely, retail sales increased 
with online food sales registering the highest growth 
during the first months of the pandemic.

The supply chain suffered significant disruptions lea-
ding to production surplus which had to be disposed of. 
For food and drink manufacturers, logistical disruptions, 
in addition to outbreaks in processing establishments 
resulted in significant delays in production processes.  
Although some restaurants and bars resorted to alter-
native commercial solutions during the pandemic (e.g. 
take-away, home delivery etc.), this did not compensate 
for the economic losses suffered in the sector. 

Looking closely at the sub-sectors of the food and drink 
industry, some were more severely affected than others. 
For instance, the value of EU production in the EU wine 
sector dropped by 5% in 2020 compared to the 2015-
2019 average and 2% in extra-EU exports (-2%). Highly 
dependent on the food service for the sale of high-qua-
lity wines, this sector faced considerable challenges 
during the pandemic due to the combined effects of 
COVID-19, specific trade irritants and lack of additional 
financial support. Similarly, the beef and veal sector 
were severely impacted by the closure of restaurants: 
EU production and intra-EU trade for these products 
registered a significant decrease in value in 2020 com-
pared to the 2015-2019 average (- 6% and -7%, respec-
tively) . However, the profit margins in many of the major 
food and drink transnational companies increased signi-
ficantly during the pandemic (Eikon, 2023).

Moreover, free movement restrictions imposed by 
member states following the first outbreak of the virus 
resulted in severe shortages of seasonal workers put-
ting harvests at risk. The lack of workforce due to 
people’s reduced mobility between MS, or within, was 
underlined by FoodDrinkEurope in 20212. Staff availabi-
lity was directly impacted by the spreading of the virus 
with COVID-19 outbreaks reported in processing plants 
(e.g. slaughterhouses), leading in some cases to the 
temporary shutdown of operations. This significantly im-
pacted the working conditions and brought new health 
and safety concerns. Meeting the challenges in the area 
of health and safety, which were compounded by the 
pressures of delivering personal protective equipment 
and the huge task of maintaining food production as an 
“essential service”, required a massive response from 
everyone engaged in the sector. 

In the aftermath of the pandemic, the food and drink 
sector had to confront another series of challenges in 
its path to recovery, particularly regarding external de-
mand, availability of skilled labour, as well as energy 
prices. The subsequent energy price shocks and raw 
materials scarcity entailed by the war in Ukraine added 
to the multi-dimensional challenges faced by the overall 
EU food sector. While energy prices peaked in the se-
cond semester of 2022, and have been down since then, 
they still stay structurally higher than in the pre-covid 
period. Energy is an important input in any processing 
industry, without taking into account the downstream of 
the value chain which can be strongly energy intensive. 

In the longer term, the food and drink sector will increa-
singly face two challenges: digitalisation and environ-
mental sustainability. Both of those challenges impact 
business models, employment, and skills. The EU has 
committed to reaching net zero emissions by 2050. As 
part of this target, it aims to achieve a 55% reduction in 
emissions by 2030. The food and drink industry sector is 
expected to fully contribute to the achievement of this 
target at an EU level, as set out for instance in the “Farm 
2 Fork strategy”.

As an example, decarbonisation roadmaps to 2050 for 
the European food and beverage sector (for instance 

Overview
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the one proposed by FoodDrinkEurope3) recognised the 
need for companies to implement multiple measures 
including: electrification, heat recovery, high efficiency 
boilers and the use of renewable gaseous fuels. Adap-
tation to climate change, water scarcity, and extreme 
weather events will challenge the food system, which 
is already under pressure from a growing global po-
pulation. Such changes will not only trigger technical 
responses, they will require new skills and change the 
structure of employment in the sector. The European 
Commission’s transition pathways for the agri-food in-
dustrial ecosystem4 are an attempt to address those 
challenges.

Thus, as multiple crises have hit the sector over the last 
3 years, the pathways to a sustainable recovery in the 
next decade remain blurred. It has become more and 
more urgent to identify the structural strengths and 
weaknesses of the sector as it responds to adverse ex-
ternal shocks, and consider the future of the industry in 
economic, social and environmental terms.

The production of food and drink in Europe was main-
tained and in some cases increased in the EU during 
the pandemic, despite enormous challenges. Social 
dialogue played a role in this achievement and was also 
a tool used by social partners to advance their interests 
in circumstances that no one could have predicted.  
Those who represented the interests of employers and 
employees during the pandemic had a very clear un-
derstanding of the concept in practice. Social Dialogue 
during the pandemic might be understood as all dis-
cussions, negotiations, deliberations between the social 
partners on dealing with the functioning of the sector 
and the varying interests identified by the participating 
partners. Some of these interests were different, but the 
pandemic provided partners with a common interest, 
maintaining production. It is this common interest that 
led to an intensity of social dialogue within the struc-
tures where it was already practised.

This report aims to examine the role of social dialogue in 
the sustainable post-Covid-19 recovery strategy in the 
food and drink industry.  

This report has been compiled on the basis of the input 
of the practitioners in the project, who participated en-
thusiastically in 2 workshops, case study interviews and 
a survey. The report was documented by the project 
steering committee and through desk research. We are 
grateful for the high level of cooperation we received 
during this project’s development, and we would also 
like to acknowledge the contribution of WMP Consult.

The aim of this report is to learn from the Covid-19 pan-
demic and draw general lessons from it, in order for the 
food and drink sector to be prepared to face possible 
future crises and shocks.

1 Montanari, F., Ferreira, I., Lofstrom, F., Varallo, C., Volpe, S., Smith, E., 
Kirova, M., Wion, A., Kubota, U., Albuquerque, J.D., 2021, Research for Agri 
Committee – Preliminary impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic on Euro-
pean agriculture: a sector-based analysis of food systems and market 
resilience, European Parliament, Policy Department for Structural and 
Cohesion Policies, Brussels 

2 FoodDrinkEurope (2021) FoodDrinkEurope response to European 
Commission roadmap ‘EU food supply and food security – contingency 
plan’, 13 January 2021

3 Ricardo Energy & Environment, Decarbonisation roadmap for the Eu-
ropean food and drink manufacturing sector, A report for FoodDrinkEu-
rope, 7 July 2021.

 4 European Commission (2024), Transition pathways for the agri-food 
industrial ecosystem, 11 march 2024
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Social Dialogue generally plays a crucial role during 
times of crises, at both national and EU level, and this 
proved true in relation to the issues unleashed by the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In 2020 alone, European social 
partners across all sectors endorsed 43 joint statements 
concerning the COVID-19 pandemic. 1 This uptick in 
such statements 2 is in line with a practical trend very 
clearly identified during this project: where social dia-
logue existed prior to the pandemic and worked well, 
it became far more intense when the pandemic broke 
out.  But where social dialogue was not strong prior to 
the pandemic, new patterns of social dialogue practice 
were not established when the pandemic broke out.  

Some scholars have suggested that the pandemic 
seems to have reinforced some of the main patterns and 
modes of conduct of social dialogue. Meardi (2022)5  ob-
served that social partners were generally increasingly 
involved and more frequently and more substantively 
so, in the dialogue in certain sectors and workplaces. 
The food and drink sectors, where production had to 
proceed often by necessity, can clearly be identified as 
having been involved in such dialogue. Meardi (2022) 
also pointed that the pandemic did not represent a tur-
ning point in industrial relations in Europe. This observa-
tion is entirely consistent with evidence from workshops 
conducted during the project, which found that new 
patterns of social dialogue were not established as a 
consequence of the pandemic.  

Eurofound (2022) reported on the importance of insti-
tutions in supporting the social dialogue process, and 
noted how in countries where social partners agreed 
joint initiatives, these were generally supported by 
governments. These findings were in line with the 
workshop feedback from practitioners who had taken 
part in social dialogue at the time of the pandemic’s out-
break and during the crisis. Participants generally agreed 
that institutions shaped social dialogue processes they 
participated in and that the attitude of governments was 
crucial in shaping the context. There is some evidence 
however, to indicate that employer organisations were 
more likely to agree that they were satisfied with the ap-
propriateness of institutional settings for social dialogue 
during the pandemic than trade unions. 

A small body of literature has developed around how 

social dialogue was conducted.  The ILO (20216) noted 
that the pandemic introduced an extraordinary change 
in how social dialogue was conducted, with the intro-
duction of video meetings and video conferences for 
the first time. In some European countries, social dia-
logue was conducted in person in certain food sectors 
where social dialogue continued face-to-face because 
of such sectors being designated as essential. However, 
this was not the norm, and online meetings and video 
conferences have of course become part of the every-
day picture of social dialogue today in a way that they 
were not before the pandemic.  

The evidence from the project workshops is that online 
tools may have led to an increase in the intensity of so-
cial dialogue during the pandemic. While the number 
of meetings may have increased, it should be noted 
that the number of agreements generated during the 
pandemic period fell sharply7. Participants in project 
workshops expressed a preference for face-to-face 
meetings to sign online agreements, a finding in com-
mon with ILO reports. 

A final point that must be observed is that the litera-
ture is absolutely clear in relation to one thing:Social 
Dialogue in Europe remains far stronger than in other 
parts of the world. 5 The high number of emergency 
and adjustment measures shows how social dialogue 
in Europe responded quickly to the pandemic outbreak. 
However, there is little evidence, if any, in the literature 
of any particular legacy from social dialogue in the food 
and drink sectors. The consensus among workshop par-
ticipants was of a return to pre pandemic norms in terms 
of the conduct of social dialogue, with most participants 
reporting that the quality of social dialogue was broadly 
equal to what it had been prior to the pandemic. There 
is little evidence of social dialogue being prepared for 
future pandemics, or similar shocks. This report forms 
part of an effort to remedy this. 

Introduction

5 Meardi, G., & Tassinari, A. (2022). Crisis corporatism 2.0? The role 
of social dialogue in the pandemic crisis in Europe. Transfer: Eu-
ropean Review of Labour and Research, 28(1), 83-100. https://doi.
org/10.1177/10242589221089785 

6 Social dialogue one year after the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic: 
Spotlight on outcomes. ILO: 2021

7 Mixed impacts of Covid-19 on social dialogue and collective bargaining 
in 2020. Eurofound, 2020.



8 // Social dialogue and the sustainable post-COVID 19 recovery strategy in the food and drink industry

Figures cover the first wave of pandemic. (March 2020 Onwards), ILO

Figures cover second wave of the pandemic (October 2020 onwards), ILO
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PART 1

Social dialogue and the Covid crisis  
in the food and drink industry

1. The socio-economic situation of 
the eu food and drink industry

1.1. State of play

The EU Food and Drink Industry1 comprises more than 
291,000 enterprises. About 90% (260,000) of them are 
producers of food products, of which 150,000 are pro-
ducers of bakery and farinaceous products. Close to 10% 
of enterprises are active in the manufacture of beve-
rages. The entire sector is employing around 4.6 million 
people – without considering indirect employment from 
suppliers and clients. The workforce in the food industry 
(4.1 million) is about 10 times the workforce in the drink 
industry. In terms of turnover, the EU food and drink in-
dustry is generating a turnover of around €  1.1  trillion 
(14.2% of EU manufacturing turnover) – comparable to 
the EU manufacture of motor vehicles. Finally, it gene-
rates around € 230 bn of value added. Therefore, the 
food and drink industry is the EU’s biggest manufactu-
ring sector in terms of jobs and value added2. 

The size, structure, and economic performance of the 
industry’s sub-sectors vary widely. For example, the hi-
ghest share of the industry ‘s value added is generated 
by the bakery sector and  the manufacture of beverages 
(17.5% each), followed by the meat (processing) industry 
(17.2%). While the bakery and farinaceous products sec-
tor employs almost one third of the sectors’ workforce, 
the meat processing industry employs around 20%. The 
share of the drink industry in terms of employment (10%) 
is much lower than in terms of value added (17%), whe-
reas in the bakery sector it is the opposite. The appa-
rent labour productivity (gross value added per person 
employed) has the highest value in the manufacture of 
beverages followed by the manufacture of prepared 
animal feeds.3

The food and drink industry is a key industry in several 
EU member states. About one fifth (€ 42 bn) of the EU 
food industry ‘s value added is generated in Germany, 
followed by France, Italy, Spain, and the Netherlands. 
Germany, France, Spain, Poland, and Italy have the lar-
gest workforces in the sector. Almost 70% of the per-
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Source: Eurostat 2023, Value added at factor costs in million €, data for beverages 2019

Manufacture of food products and Manufacture of beverages (EU-27, 2020)

Source: Eurostat 2023; Turnover data refers to 2018, data for Value added at factor costs refers to 2019

The EU Food and Drink Industry – Key fi gures (EU-27, 2020)
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sons employed in the sector work in these countries. 
The leading European agri-food company in terms 
of sales is Nestlé (CH). Key players with headquarters 
in the EU are, for example, Danone (FR), Lactalis (FR), 
Unilever (NL/UK), Friesland Campina (NL), Ferrero (IT), 
or Arla Foods (DK). In beverage production, the Ger-
man and the French beverage manufacturers generate 
about 20% of the sector’s value added each. Germany 
has the largest workforce in the sector with big brewing 
companies and Coca Cola (CCEP) being the largest em-
ployers. Key players of the drink industry headquartered 
in the EU are, in terms of sales, the three large multina-
tional brewing companies AB InBev (BE), Heineken (NL), 
and Carlsberg (DK), or Pernod Ricard (FR).4 

Although, the food and drink industry is often asso-
ciated with the names of the industry’s big players, more 
than 99% of the 291,000 food and drink companies are 
SMEs: they are employing around 57% of the sectors’ 
workforce, generating around 39% of food and drink tur-
nover and 41% of value added. Around 235,000 compa-
nies (more than 80%) are micro-companies, employing 
only up to 9 persons. The number of enterprises is the 
highest in France and in Italy (more than 50,000 each), 
with a high share of enterprises in the bakery sub-sector 
(75% in France, 60% in Italy).5 

1.2. Trends, developments, 
challenges, and opportunities

Today’s economic situation is tense for many food and 
drink producers and competitive pressure is high. Com-
panies’ success in the sector highly depends on inno-
vation and the ability to adapt to constantly changing 
consumer trends and demands. Overarching global de-
velopments and challenges like climate change, popu-
lation growth, or water and resource scarcity particularly 
affect the food and drink industry with its close linkages 
to agriculture on the one hand and its relevance to glo-
bal food security on the other hand. 

The entire agri-food system is undergoing a transfor-
mation. Further challenges and investment needs – but 
also opportunities - arise from the “green transition”. 
Sustainability, decarbonisation, and climate neutrality 
objectives (e.g. increased energy efficiency, reduced 
emissions, waste reduction etc.) have gained enormous 
importance – not just for marketing and image reasons, 
but also due to legislative requirements and consumer 
expectations. The European Green Deal and the Farm 
to Fork Strategy (aiming to make food systems fair, 
healthy, and environmentally friendly) clearly outline 
the European Union’s legislative ambitions in this field.6  
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Another important issue is the “digital transition”. Increa-
sing automation and digitalisation of production and lo-
gistics processes (“Manufacturing 4.0”, “Smart Factory”, 
etc.) require not just financial investments, but also in-
vestments in human resource development.

The report from the joint Effat and FoodDrinkEurope 
project “New professions and career paths in the food 
and drink industry”7 cover extensively this issue.

The demands on employees are becoming more and 
more complex, new skill requirements are emerging 
and, also due to demographic developments and res-
tructuring, the employee structure is changing. A shor-
tage of staff and skilled workers has been one of the 
biggest challenges for the food and drink industry for 
a long time already and it will remain so for the time 
being.  On the workers side this increases the pressure 
and stress on the remaining workforce.

Finally, increasing prices (of raw materials, intermediate 
products, energy etc.) are weighing on the industry. Due 
to the immense market power of retailers, the costs can 
only be partially passed on to food retailers and restau-
rants through price increases. Political instabilities and 
major market disruptions or crises like the Covid-19 pan-
demic and the war in Ukraine add to the already exis-
ting challenges. Companies should invest continuously 
in new products, processes, and technologies to stay 
competitive. Furthermore, the industry needs to invest 
in upgrading the skills of its workforce and, at the same 
time, recruit qualified personnel.

2. The economic and social impact 
of a crisis on the sector

Crises can partly accelerate existing developments as 
well as exacerbate already existing problems of econo-
mies, sectors, and companies.8 The Covid-19 outbreak 
in 2020, as well as the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 
2022 can be taken as examples for two major crises in 
recent years, comparable to the global financial crisis in 
2008/2009. Still, each of these crises was very different, 
not least with regard to the economic and social impact 
it had. 

The Covid-19 outbreak in early 2020 resulted almost im-
mediately in shifts in consumer demand. Political deci-
sions such as the introduction of lockdown measures to 
protect public health, among others, led to major supply 
chain disruptions and disruptions in international trade. 
GDP per capita went down in 2020 in all EU Member 
States. The sectors most affected by the pandemic and 
the lockdown measures were leisure, travel and tourism 
as well as certain services that require physical proxi-
mity. As the food and beverage industry is closely lin-
ked to the hospitality industry, the slump in demand and 
sales affected the sector. On the other hand, retail de-
mand for food (certain groceries) increased significantly. 
As a result, food supply chains had to adjust. Despite 
the improved sales figures after two years of crisis, the 
consequences of the Russian invasion of Ukraine in 2022 
exacerbated existing tensions in commodity markets. 
Energy and food prices escalated, and inflation rates 
rose. Supply and cost of materials and energy weigh on 
companies. Overall, food systems still have shown re-
markable resilience and the industry has adapted to the 
changing business environment. 

2.1. Household consumption 
expenditure

Household consumption expenditure on food and drink 
is the second largest expenditure of EU households 
behind housing, water, electricity, gas, and other fuels. 
In general, total household consumption expenditure (in 
million €) in the EU-27 decreased in 2020 compared to 
2019 and rose again in 2021 and 2022. As a consequence 
of the Covid-19 outbreak in 2020, the share of consump-
tion expenditure on hotels and restaurants, transport, 
and recreation and culture decreased. Household 
consumption expenditure on food and drink products 
did not decline (neither in million €, nor in share of 
total expenditure) but it shifted. While out-of-home 
consumption went down, private consumption rose. 
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the Covid-outbreak (March 2020) – but the decline was 
only temporary. The sharp decrease in spring 2020 was 
mainly due to a fall in demand and changing consumer 
behaviour, related to government restrictions, curfews 
as well as the closure of hotels, restaurants, and bars. 
Overall, food producers were less impacted by the cri-
sis than the manufacturers of beverages. In other words, 
companies depending on contracts with the HoReCa 
sector were more aff ected than suppliers to the retail 
distribution channels for which sales increased. Other 
reasons for a decline in production were declining ex-
ports, supply chain disruptions and, to a small extent, 
temporary closures of production sites, e.g. due to Co-
vid outbreaks. Of course, some sub-sectors were aff ec-
ted more than others. For example, meat manufacturing 
and processing suff ered more and had not recovered 
back to pre-pandemic levels up to 2022 while other 
sub-sectors quickly recovered, performing even above 

In 2021, EU households spent almost 15% of their 
consumption expenditure on food and non-alcoholic 
beverages and 4% on alcoholic beverages, tobacco, 
and narcotics. The share of household consumption ex-
penditure on food and non-alcoholic beverages ranges 
between more than 20% in Romania, Latvia, and Bulga-
ria and less than 10% in Luxemburg and Ireland.9  Rising 
prices and high infl ation recently aff ected consumer 
and shopping behaviour, resulting in an increased price 
consciousness.

2.2. Production

Food and drink production (volume of production) ap-
pears to be relatively stable compared to manufac-
turing production in general. Production clearly de-
creased following the fi nancial crisis (2007-2008) and 

Source: Eurostat 2023

Source: Eurostat 2023, includes estimates for 2021, 2022
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nal trade proved to be relatively stable. In terms of va-
lue, exports in the years 2021 and 2022 clearly increased 
compared to former years11.

2.4. Price developments and 
developments of input costs

In the course of 2021, pandemic-related bottlenecks 
and supply chain disruptions  increased the inflation 
rate. Since February 2022, the war in Ukraine has exa-
cerbated the situation and inflation has risen to historic 
heights. Russia and Ukraine both are key exporters of 
energy and agricultural products. Food prices reached 
levels not seen for almost 15 years, strengthened by 
speculation movement on commodities market12. In-
creasing prices and inflation affect the whole food 
supply chain and have a strong impact on consumer 
behaviour. Over 2023, prices and inflation gradually mo-
derated again13. 

The business success of companies in the food and 
drink industry is significantly determined by the level 

pre-pandemic levels in 2022. The overall picture is poin-
ting to a relatively high resilience of the industry and a 
positive outlook10. 

2.3. International trade

The EU food and drink industry is the largest food and 
drink exporter in the world and a major importer. 

International trade is key to the industry’s competitive-
ness. EU food and drink exports have increased steadily 
for more than a decade. More than 60% of EU food and 
drink exports go to the Single Market. The German food 
and drink industry is the No 1 exporter in intra-EU-trade 
in terms of value. Other leading export countries are the 
Netherlands (with a higher share of extra-EU trade) and 
France. Exports to third countries (extra-EU) are gene-
rally higher than intra-EU-exports in the drink industry 
– unlike the food sector. While the Covid-19 pandemic 
led to major supply chain disruptions and disturbances 
in international trade, with the war in Ukraine, among 
others, the Russian market broke away. Still, internatio-

Source: FoodDrinkEurope Data and Trends Report (2022)

Source: FoodDrinkEurope (2023), Economic Bulletin
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Source: Eurostat 2023

Source: FoodDrinkEurope (2023), Annex to Economic Bulletin on Input Costs April/May 2023

Source: FoodDrinkEurope (2023), Economic Bulletin on Input costs
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of costs or the price level for the required primary pro-
ducts, raw materials, energy, machinery, equipment, 
packaging and operating materials as well as transport 
and logistics. Food and drink producers usually hedge 
against the volatility of raw materials and material prices 
by means of long-term supply agreements and price 
agreements. Still, prices have risen since 2021. With the 
war in Ukraine, prices of energy, raw materials and in-
gredients increased again substantially, adding to ge-
neral cost increases and infl ation. Energy effi  ciency has 
become an even more important fi eld of innovation, 
not just to reduce emissions but also to reduce costs. 
Rising input costs and price increases have not been 
consistently passed on to the industry’s own customers 
in food retailing and gastronomy. A major reason for this 
is the market power of the retail trade companies.14

2.5. Employment and working 
conditions

Increased prices and rising costs impacting business 
results may increase the pressure on employment. 
Nevertheless, in times of a short economic downturn, 
an industry should retain its experienced and skilled 
workforce to be able to respond with an increase in pro-
duction in the next upturn. One priority of most public 
authorities in Europe during the Covid-19 crisis, was a 
huge fi scal response aiming at mitigating the economic 
and labour market eff ects of the pandemic15. Still, the 
situation of the food and drink industry during the Co-
vid-19 pandemic diff ered from many other sectors be-
cause food manufacturing was an “essential industry”. 
Accordingly, the availability of labour was very impor-
tant to secure food production. Which meant that food 

and drink production workers had to go to work every 
day, as working from home was not an option for most 
of them.

Employment in the food and drink industry had been 
relatively stable for more than a decade up to 2019. It 
declined in 2020. While employment rates recovered 
quickly and visibly in the drink industry, recovery in 
the food sector has taken more time16. During the cri-
sis, above-average employment declines were mainly 
among employees with temporary contracts, young 
people, unskilled workers and other low-wage or pre-
carious jobs. At the same time, some companies hired 
additional employees. 

The pandemic has exacerbated the problem of recrui-
ting young people or new staff  in general – it often came 
to a standstill. Another bottleneck was linked to reduc-
tions in the mobile workforce of some sub-sectors, due 
to borders being closed. In the medium term, operatio-
nal restructuring processes and the progressing auto-
mation and digitalisation will aff ect employment rates in 
the industry. 

Job vacancy rates in the entire EU manufacturing in-
dustry were down to 1% in the second quarter 2020 
and then increased again. Today, rates vary across EU 
Member States from around 0.5% in Spain to more than 
4% in Belgium, Czechia, and the Netherlands.17

Work in the food and drink industry is – at least in se-
veral sub-sectors – characterised by relatively low ave-
rage wages and salaries, high seasonal and part-time 
employment, “non-standard” and precarious jobs, and 
subcontracting (e.g. foreign temporary agency workers 

Source: Eurostat 2023, LFS
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Germany and Ireland). Some production sites even had 
to be closed temporarily.20

Worries over the health, safety and job security of wor-
kers, absenteeism (due to sickness) and at the same time 
an increased workload and extended working hours 
for the remaining staff  were among the main challen-
ges. Therefore, measures to contain the spread of the 
virus in workplaces and the protection of the health and 
safety of workers have been a priority (also for the social 
partners) in the food and drink industry.

in the meat processing industry). The workload is high, 
health and safety issues are key due to noise, heat, shift 
work, etc. and a high intensity of work. The workload 
is said to be increasing in recent years, partly due to 
a shortage in staff  and due to demographic develop-
ments. 

The fi ndings from the European Working Conditions 
Telephone Survey on food and beverage workers from 
Eurofound in 202318 shows data concerning working 
time, job quality including physical risks and demands, 
training and sustainable work. The food and drink sec-
tor rates low compared to other sectors: in relation to 
work quality, 38% of food and beverage workers are 
under strain; more than half of the food and beverage 
workers report working in tiring or painful positions; and 
1/4 of food and beverage workers show signs of being 
at risk of depression. Half of the food and beverage wor-
kers report exposure to loud noise at work and report 
carrying heavy loads. 6 out of10 food and beverage 
workers reported not receiving paid training in the last 
year.19

At the Covid-19 outbreak, to ensure a stable food sup-
ply, people in the EU food and drink industry had to 
continue working while many workers in other sectors 
switched to teleworking, reduced working hours, short-
time working arrangements etc. Social/physical distan-
cing requirements were often not easy to comply with in 
food production and processing due to physical space 
and working conditions at workplaces. Sometimes, 
health and safety measures were not enough. Further-
more, in some cases, housing conditions of workers (in 
overcrowded places) facilitated the spread of the virus. 
Therefore, staff  in the food and drink industry was parti-
cularly vulnerable to Covid-19 outbreaks and some food 
processing plants were extremely aff ected (e.g. exa-
mples of larger outbreaks in meat processing plants in 

Source: Eurostat 2023, Statistics | Eurostat (europa.eu)
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joint texts. On March 25th, 2020, addressing the Euro-
pean institutions and national authorities, they published 
a joint statement asking for support for workers in the 
food and drink industry22.  Furthermore, they published 
guidelines to protect the health and safety of workers in 
food businesses during the COVID-19 pandemic. These 
can be seen as recommendations for national member 
organisations. Topics covered by the guidelines in-
cluded: information to employees, hygiene practices, 
review of work organisations, management of employee 
sickness, logistics, and travel to and from work23. Then, 
once Covid-19 vaccinations were becoming available in 
Europe at the very end of 2020, EFFAT, FoodDrinkEu-
rope and Geopa24, the European Employer’s Group of 
professional Agricultural Organisations, following the 
European Commission recommendation, issued a joint 
statement demanding, that workers of the two sectors 
be the first in line for vaccination, and urged Member 
States to consult social partners in the process of deve-
loping their vaccination rollout.

Social partner responses to the Covid-19 pandemic 
were, due to the particular nature of the pandemic, of-
ten concentrating on the protection of workers at the 
workplace. Across all sectors, according to ILO data, 
“occupational safety and health” and “sickness and di-
sability” were the two items raised to the top of unions’ 
bargaining priorities, followed by job security and em-
ployment guarantees” and “working hours and leave/
holidays.”25 

At the national level (not sector-specific), EU Member 
States had to implement immediate policy responses 
in order to cushion the socio-economic impact of the 
crisis on businesses, workers, and citizens. According 
to Eurofound‘s EU PolicyWatch Database, out of 1,051 

3. Social dialogue and collective 
bargaining in times of crises

Bi- and tripartite social dialogue at different levels can 
act as a useful tool to deal with the (labour market) 
challenges of external shocks or crises like the Co-
vid-19-outbreak or the Russian invasion of Ukraine. Mea-
sures adopted and agreements taken as a response to 
the crises can provide examples on how to promote 
the capacity of labour markets to shape a sustainable 
recovery, while at the same time supporting transitions 
and securing jobs and incomes. Crises can accelerate 
existing trends – not just related to the transformation 
of economies and labour markets, but also to develop-
ments in industrial relations. 

Before these recent crises, the financial and economic 
crisis (2008 and following years) had a severe impact 
on the EU economy, labour markets and industrial re-
lations. EU Member States with robust international re-
lations systems were in a better position to manage the 
social and economic impacts of the crisis in the early 
phase. Later, the so-called “austerity policies” hit some 
Member States severely, and recession strongly affec-
ted social dialogue in several countries21. 

3.1. Examples of initiatives at 
different bargaining levels taken 
from the covid-19 pandemic

Most Covid-19-related initiatives were launched right at 
the start of the pandemic in the first months of 2020. 
At the European sectoral social dialogue, the social 
partners FoodDrinkEurope and EFFAT adopted three 
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pandemic-related legislative and tripartite measures 
recorded between 2020 and 2021, social partners were 
involved (not just informed) in 40% of the new/adapted 
measures. Social partners were mostly involved (60%) in 
measures related to employment protection and reten-

National policy measures related to COVID-19, by type of measure, 2020-2021

Source: Eurofound (2023)

tion, followed by measures related to the protection of 
workers and adaptation of the workplace26.

Examples of initiatives at national /regional cross-sectoral level
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Examples of initiatives at (national) sectoral /branch level

Examples of initiatives at company level
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Food and drink  .............................................................................10 

Agriculture ........................................................................................8 

Banking  ..............................................................................................8 

Central government admin  ................................................... 14 

Chemical  ......................................................................................... 20 

Civil Aviation  ..................................................................................22 

Commerce  ........................................................................................ 7 

Construction  ....................................................................................8 

Contract catering  .......................................................................... 7 

Education  ....................................................................................... 20 

Electricity  ........................................................................................16 

Extractive  ..........................................................................................6 

Footwear  .............................................................................................1 

Furniture  ............................................................................................6 

  

Gas  ........................................................................................................ 2 

Graphical  ...........................................................................................6 

HoReCa  .............................................................................................. 4 

Hospitals  ..........................................................................................10 

Industrial cleaning  ....................................................................... 9 

Inland waterways  ......................................................................... 2 

Insurance  ...........................................................................................8 

Live Performance   ......................................................................18 

Local and regional government   ..........................................8 

Maritime transport  .....................................................................27 

Metal  .................................................................................................. 13 

Paper   .................................................................................................. 9 

Personal services  ........................................................................ 13 

Ports  ..................................................................................................... 3 

Postal services  ...............................................................................8 

Private security  .............................................................................. 9 

Professional football  ................................................................... 4 

Railways  ...........................................................................................16 

Roads  .................................................................................................16 

Sea fisheries  ..................................................................................37 

Shipbuilding  ....................................................................................8 

Steel  ..................................................................................................... 7 

Sugar  .................................................................................................10 

Tanning and leather  ....................................................................6 

Telecommunications  ................................................................10 

Temporary agency work  ........................................................... 9 

Textile and clothing  ......................................................................1 

Woodworking  .................................................................................8 

Total: 45  .........................................................................................434 

3.2. States of play of the european 
social dialogue

An effective way to understand the social dialogue at 
European level is to analyse the texts in the EU social 
dialogue text database. This database records the docu-
ments, agreements and outcomes generated through 
the European Social Dialogue.  

For example, in 2022, there were 22 joint texts agreed 
upon, including one between CEFS and EFFAT, a joint 
opinion on Mirror Clauses in the sugar sector. Such joint 
opinions are a key part of the social dialogue process 
at EU level. There are currently 43 sectors with formally 
established sectoral social dialogue committees.

The key concerns of this joint opinion would have rele-
vance for many other sub-sectors within food and drink. 
In 2022, there were 25 such opinions agreed, including 
an opinion on EFFAT/Food Drink Europe called “For a 
better food future: Social Dialogue in the food and drink 
sector” which stated the following: “We recall that Eu-
ropean social dialogue is entirely interdependent with 
the social dialogue in the Member States and cannot be 
treated separately.” 

In 2021, there were 25 joint social partner opinions is-
sued, including a text between EFFAT and CES titled 
“EU sugar sector: EU policies need to be coherent to 
ensure a just transition.” In 2020, there were 91 joint so-
cial partner opinions issued, reflecting the rise of social 
dialogue at EU level during the pandemic.  

There were 10 joint opinions issued in the food and 
drink sector between 2013 and 2024. Of these, 4 were 
released in 2014 and 2015.  Before 2013, no such state-
ment had been agreed.

Data over ten years shows that the average number of 
statements issued across 45 sectors was ten (see table 
below). So, while the food and drink sector ranks at the 
average, it is worth noting that 10 opinions have been 
issued within the sugar sub-sector alone, and social 
partners in other larger sectors have issued far more 
than 10 opinions.
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3.3. Funding

Several EU funds and programmes can be used in the 
Food and Drink sector for the benefits of the companies 
and the workers.

Research and Innovation

Horizon Europe: This is the EU’s primary funding pro-
gram for research and innovation, with a budget of €95.5 
billion for 2021-2027. Around €9 billion is allocated to 
Cluster 6, which focuses on «Food, Bioeconomy, Natu-
ral Resources, Agriculture, and Environment.» This fun-
ding supports projects that develop innovative solutions 
and new knowledge in the food and agricultural sectors.

EU Structural and Investment funds

European Regional Development Fund (ERDF): This 
fund supports regional development projects, including 
those in the food industry, aiming to improve regional 
competitiveness and create jobs. It is particularly useful 
for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in the 
food sector looking to innovate and expand.

European Social Fund Plus (ESF+): This fund aims to en-
hance social inclusion, employment opportunities, and 
education. It can benefit the food industry by supporting 
training and skills development initiatives that improve 
workers qualification in the sector.

InvestEU Fund: This fund supports private and public 
investments in four policy areas: sustainable infrastruc-
ture; research, innovation and digitisation; small and 
medium-sized businesses; and social investment and 
skills. The €26.2 billion budget guarantee can benefit 
the food and drink sector through various financial pro-
ducts and instruments designed to foster sustainable 
growth, innovation, and resilience.

EU Recovery plan post pandemic

NextGenerationEU and the Recovery and Resilience 
Facility: As one of the main EU instruments in reaction 
to the challenges of the Covid-19 crisis, these funds 
support the green and digital transformation of the EU 
economies, including initiatives in the food and drink 
sector that align with sustainability goals and digital ad-
vancements. Together with the Multiannual Financial 
Framework (MFF) 2021-2027, more than € 2 trillion are 
available to boost the recovery, making it the largest sti-
mulus package ever financed in Europe.27 

EU programmes managed by the European 
Commission (under the current MFF)

The Digital Europe Programme (DIGITAL): The EU’s Digi-
tal Europe Programme, running from 2021 to 2027, aims 
to enhance Europe’s digital capabilities with a budget 
of €7.5 billion. One of its objectives is to facilitate the 
broad adoption of digital technologies in key sectors to 
improve Europe’s competitiveness.

The Single Market Programme (SMP): the SMP is an ini-
tiative designed to enhance the functioning and gover-
nance of the EU’s internal market. It is endowed with a 
budget of €4.2 billion for the period 2021-2027. Among 
others, its objective is to ensure food safety and to sup-
port sustainable food production and consumption. 
The programme aims also at boosting the competitive-
ness of SMEs, complementing financial support offered 
through the InvestEU Fund.

The LIFE Programme: This funding instrument is dedi-
cated to the environment and climate action of the EU, 
running from 2021 to 2027 with a budget of €5.4 billion. 
Its main objectives are to support projects that promote 
resource efficiency, reduce greenhouse gas emissions, 
protect biodiversity, and improve the implementation 
and enforcement of EU environmental and climate po-
licies. LIFE funding is available for a wide range of pro-
jects, including small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), aiming to promote sustainable development 
and contribute to the EU’s climate and environmental 
objectives.

Support to workers in case of restructuring. 

The European Globalisation Adjustment Fund for Dis-
placed Workers (EGF): the EGF is an EU instrument for 
European workers or self-employed people that were 
displaced due to company restructuring. The EGF can 
be activated by SMEs, in various sectors in the same re-
gion or in a particular sector in one or more neighbouring 
regions, when a single company (including its suppliers 
and downstream producers) lays off over 200 workers.. 
The EGF has an annual budget of €210 million for 2021-
2027. It can fund from 60% to 85% of the cost of projects 
designed to help workers made redundant find another 
job or set up their own businesses.
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1 In this context, the industry comprises NACE Rev. 2 codes C10 (Manu-
facture of food products) and C11 (Manufacture of beverages) and the 
corresponding sub-sectors (C10.1-C10.9, C11.1-C11.7) according to the Eu-
rostat statistical classification. 

2 Eurostat (2023): Data (EU-27) for “enterprises” and “persons employed” 
refer to 2020, “value added at factor cost” to 2019/2020 and “turnover” to 
the years 2018/2019/2020 (due to data availability; partly including esti-
mates and confidential data).

3 10 Eurostat (2023): data: manufacture of food products 2020, manufac-
ture of beverages 2019.

4 Eurostat (2023), FoodDrinkEurope (2022) 

5 Eurostat (2023) 

6 European Union (2020) .

7 https://effat.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Digitalisation-pro-
ject_eng_print.pdf 

8  For example, the German brewing industry had been faced with de-
clining consumption for decades already. Similarly, the meat processing 
industry had to face several challenges already before the outbreak of 
the Covid-19 pandemic.  

9 Eurostat (2023) 

10 Eurostat (2023), includes estimates for 2021 and 2022. 

11 FoodDrinkEurope (2023), FoodDrinkEurope (2022)Ò 

12 European Parliement (2023), resolution of 14 June 2023 on en-
suring food security and long-term resilience of the EU agriculture 
(2022/2183(INI))

13 Eurostat (2023) 

14 Eurostat (2023), FoodDrinkEurope (2023)

15 Cp. Eurofound (2020), Eurofound (2023i)

16 Eurostat (2023) 

17 Eurostat (2023)  

18 Eurofond, Job quality and sustainable work of food and beverage wor-
kers, Findings from the European Working Conditions Telephone Survey, 
2023 

19 EWCTS (2021) 

20 Cp. OECD (2020)  

21 Cp. Eurofound (2009), Eurofound (2012), Eurofound (2021), Eurofoud 
(2023i)   

22 EFFAT (2020ii) 

23 EFFAT (2020iii)  

24 EFFAT (2020iiii) 

25 ILO (2021)   

26 Eurofound (2023i), Eurofound EU PolicyWatch Database 

27 European Commission
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1.1. Social dialogue during the 
pandemic at company level

The largest number of participants who took part in the 
survey were engaged in social dialogue at company le-
vel. 

During the pandemic, were you engaged insocial dialogue 

at company level (I.E. in social dialogue at the firm or in a 

compagny works council) 

32 responses

1. Result of the survey

The survey was developed by Syndex with input from 
project partners, and project steering group members. 
It was designed to:
1. Produce both qualitative and quantitative data
2. Provide material for use in interviews/case studies
3. Feed into the first project workshop

The survey was designed to be answered by a broad 
range of recipients and tailored to the type of social dia-
logue that participants took part in. The survey was also 
designed with a view to the practical outcomes of the 
project, including the toolkit.

The main purpose of the survey was an attempt to as-
sess the “quality” of social dialogue that took place du-
ring the pandemic.  From this point of view, the results 
were most insightful. It should be noted that there was a 
good spread of responses from across the various com-
ponent parts of the sector and that participants spread 
fairly evenly.  Participants from 10 different countries 
took part, reflecting a good geographical balance.

PART 2

Survey, case studies and findings 
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While experience of social dialogue at this level was po-
sitive, the majority of participants did not feel that they 
were equipped with adequate resources (only 29.2% 
felt they were adequately equipped) and a minority re-
ported believing that the national government was sup-
portive of social dialogue (37.5%).

The two topics which dominated company social dia-
logue were health and safety measures and PPE (Per-
sonal Protective Equipment), suggesting that social 
dialogue was particularly focused on emergency mea-
sures following the outbreak of the pandemic.

1.2. Social dialogue during the 
pandemic at sectoral level 

At sectoral level, participants reported that they were 
more likely to be equipped in social dialogue with the 
necessary resources to participate than participants at 
company level (61.5%). Only 30.8% noted that the go-
vernment was supportive.  A strong majority, 69.2%, felt 
that positive outcomes were achieved through their 
participation in the social dialogue. At national level, 

participants again reported a positive impression of their 
participation in social dialogue during the pandemic.

1.3. Social dialogue during the 
pandemic at European level

Just over 22% of participants were involved in social 
dialogue at transnational level. One fourth (25%) of the 
participants reported using the guidelines issued by EF-
FAT/foodDrinkEurope during the pandemic. 

1.4. Practices of social dialogue 
during the pandemic

A short majority (56%) reported that the online shift did 
not negatively impact social dialogue. Consistent with 
findings elsewhere, the majority of participants reported 
that social dialogue was around the same quality as that 
conducted before the pandemic, suggesting that there 
have been few changes as a result of social dialogue 
conducted during the period in question.
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Is social dialogue now? 

32 responses

The survey shows that an intense social dialogue took 
place during the pandemic at every level. Generally, 
participants noted a positive outcome of the social dia-
logue, hinting at the positive capacity of social partners 
to deal with the challenges from the pandemic. As one 
can expect, at sectoral and company level, discussions 
were highly dominated by health and safety issues. 

We can see a difference between sectoral and com-
pany level social dialogue, the latter being perceived 
as less equipped with adequate resources, denoting a 
need for improvement at this level.

Interestingly, a significant share of participants (22%) re-
ported an improvement in social dialogue after the pan-
demic, even though the majority of participants did not 
note any significant difference in the way social dialogue 
was carried out before and after the crisis.

At transnational level, few participants took part. Never-
theless, one fourth of the respondents reported using 
an outcome from the European Sectoral Social Dia-
logue. If the dissemination of the outcomes of European 
social dialogue was to improve, it would show the use-
fulness of such initiatives for a significant share of the 
participants.  

2. Case studies

2.1. Denmark: main findings

The Danish response to the economic effect of the 
lockdown followed its traditional model, involving 
unions and employer associations in deliberations.  
•  Social partners strongly regulate the Danish labour 

market through collective agreements. Statutory 
regulation is limited to issues such as health and 
safety, holidays and specific rights for salaried 
workers.

• The collective bargaining coverage stands at 
70–75% in the private sector, and there is almost 
full coverage in the public sector. Trade union 
density is comparatively high, and around 50% 
of employers are part of employer organisations.  

The Danish Trade Union Confederation (FH) and the Da-
nish Employers’ Confederation (DA) play a key role: 
•  The unions and employer associations of these two 

large organisations make sectoral agreements and 
prescribe national standards.

•  Tripartite social dialogue does not have 
a formal institution or body, but it has a 
strong track record of delivering important 
agreements on concrete challenges for the 
labour market and the economy in general. 

When the pandemic broke out, a “wage compensa-
tion scheme was agreed.” In total, over 30 political 
agreements – 14 of which were tripartite between so-
cial partners and the government – targeted different 
groups and industries with the explicit goal of keeping 
businesses and workers afloat.

The conduct of social dialogue appears to have run re-
latively smoothly between “partners” in social dialogue. 
Social dialogue took place between “trusted” partners 
who were familiar to one another, following established 
patterns of social dialogue, processes etc. Denmark’s 
food and drink sector did not experience significant is-
sues with labour although restrictions on the mobility of 
production labour was of serious concern.

 Focus: the meat sector

The sector was characterised by a robust social dialogue 
contributing to a stable sector. The strong level of social 
dialogue during the pandemic was very much a conti-
nuation of the Danish model. Indeed, the model was 
able to absorb the shock of the pandemic, especially 
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by a strong emphasis on local firm level collective bar-
gaining and focusing on solutions. Crucially, evidence 
suggests that social dialogue contributed to limiting the 
outbreak of cases in the Food and Drink sector, though 
there were exceptions (e.g. Danish Crown).

Denmark was able to deal with health and safety issues 
at the local level. When workers were sick (local testing 
was in place), they were sent home and paid sick pay 
under the established Danish model (i.e. the company 
pays the initial sick pay – with longer duration benefits 
beingpaid by the state). In general, local social dialogue 
placed heavy emphasis on PPE, health and safety, and 
workers isolating from each other at the workplace. Any 
issues concerning these were passed up to the sectoral 
level where they were dealt with. As before, the State 
was supportive of social dialogue.

In one instance, there was a shutdown of a company in 
the Danish Crown group; the company had not followed 
their own guidelines. The shutdown lasted for 2 weeks. 
Workers experienced no loss of pay – which was a prio-
rity for the union, but there were some disruptions in the 
social dialogue. The original sick pay offer was below the 
normal hourly wage for the workers concerned. The is-
sue was resolved following an intervention by the NNF.

2.2. Ireland

Ireland represents a stark contrast to Denmark. In the 
first instance, Ireland operates a liberal market economy 
as opposed to Denmark’s co-ordinated market eco-
nomy:
•  Absence of strong social dialogue structures. 
• Very little sectoral bargaining (entirely lacking in the 

food and drink manufacturing sector).
• Weak structures at national level (very weak tri-

partite structures).
• Labour market “deregulated in wake of financial 

crash”
• Consultation carried out through LEEF (Labour 

Employer Economic Forum)

The Government introduced few measures, for instance 
the Pandemic Unemployment Payment to pay all wor-
kers who became unemployed as a result of the pan-
demic a basic rate of € 350 per month. Another mea-
sure introduced was the EWSS (a subsidy scheme for 
eligible employers). The social partners, namely the Irish 
Congress of Trade Unions and employers organisation 
IBEC, had been consulted by the government on these 
schemes and both welcomed their introduction.

 Focus: the meat sector

The outbreak in the meat sector became a national is-
sue in Ireland:
•  Widespread coverage of outbreaks of Covid in 

media-community;
•  Outbreaks due to contagion from meat plants…led to 

more widespread lockdowns…;
•  As of 21/07/2020, there were 1,047 cases of COVID-19 

among workers associated with outbreaks in meat 
plants (in contrast with Denmark…);

•  Ireland has very little way of facilitating social 
dialogue; collective bargaining existed in a minority 
of meat plants, there was no sectoral bargaining in 
place and weak national level/tripartite bargaining;

•  The table below shows the outbreak of Covid 19 in 
meat plants in Ireland between 11/03/2020 until 
30/06/2020. There were 1,047 cases of COVID-19 
among workers associated with 23 outbreaks in meat 
processing plants in Ireland.

It should be noted that:
•  Meat workers are obviously vulnerable to the spread 

of Covid, working in close proximity to each other.
• Distinct lack of social dialogue taking place in the 

sector. Lack of social dialogue at company level. 
Through March and April, government and employers 
did not engage with trade unions on requests to meet.

•  Limited testing taking place in early months… 
Evidence of workers avoiding tests as no sick pay in 
place. 

Source: Irish Government, 2020.
The table above shows the number of outbreaks of Covid 19 in meat pro-
cessing plants on a monthly basis. These outbreaks were often the cause 
of significant contagion.

The Meat sector in Ireland has a very low level of collec-
tive bargaining/low level of union recognition. Indeed, 
trade unions are recognised in a minority of companies 
in Ireland. Moreover, there is no sectoral level bargai-
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ning (no agreements covering the sector generally).

The sector has widespread low pay while pay and terms 
and conditions are negotiated locally. Agreement on 
health and safety are generally only put in place where 
Unions were existing. The pandemic eventually brought 
pressure to bear to actually bring about social dialogue 
and led to the first social dialogue at sectoral level, sup-
ported by the state. It was the first ever social dialogue in 
the sector based on a protocol for return to work.

The discussion about sick pay is illustrative of what hap-
pened in Ireland:
• Discussion on sick pay was initially strongly resisted 

by employers’ organisations when attempts were 
made on the part of SIPTU to engage in discussions 
after the outbreak of the pandemic. Only after 
national pressure was brought to bear, crucially at a 
party parliamentary committee did movement arise 
on the issue.

•  Sick pay was introduced as part of a government 
package; sick pay remains lower than many 
European countries. It is not social insurance based. 
However, itis a basis for future improvements.  The 
commitment to introduce a national sick pay scheme 
was made during the pandemic, and was eventually 
legislated for in 2022 through a Sick Leave act.  

Eventually, social dialogue produced an outcome. In 
September 2020, Meat Industry Ireland and SIPTU 
(union in the meat sector) put in place a code of practice 

for the safe management of staff during the Covid-19 
pandemic. An extensive list of measures to be under-
taken under the code of practice include the following 
temperature, PPP, physical distancing and health and 
safety measures.

Ireland and Denmark: Meat sector social dialogue 

compared

Denmark Ireland

Strong local social dialogue Yes NO

Strong sectoral (bi partite) 
social dialogue

Yes No

Strong tripartite social 
dialogue

Yes – at national le-
vel, for the labour 
market in general 
and linked to the Co-
vid pandemic

No

Early agreement on mea-
sures relating to Covid 19

Yes No

Sick pay scheme in place Yes No

Widespread outbreaks of 
covid 19

No Yes

Continuation of model of 
social dialogue

Yes No?

Lasting legacy No Yes?

Source: Irish Government, 2020.: Investigation into a Series of Outbreaks of COVID-19 in Meat 
Processing Plants in Ireland, 2020. Irish Government, 2020.
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2.3. Belgium

In Belgium, the food industry is covered by joint com-
mittee (Commission paritaire, CP) 118 for blue-collar 
workers, itself divided into 22 sub-committees for as 
many sub-sectors, and CP 220 for white-collar workers. 
These committees have been in existence for many 
years and the players in the social dialogue, both em-
ployers and trade union representatives, meet regularly 
for annual negotiations, as was the case before the pan-
demic.

Social partners in the food industry:
• Employers: 

 » Fevia (Federation of the Belgian food industry
 » Unizo (self-employed and SMEs)

• Trade unions: 
 » ABVV-FGTB Horval and ABVV-FGTB BBTK-SETCa

 » ACLVB-CGSLB

 » CSC Food and Services

 » CSC-CNE

Discussions between the social partners began very 
quickly, with a view to taking appropriate measures to 
ensure business continuity during the pandemic.

• A guide: Coronavirus: A sector guide for the 

food industry (https://www.cgslb.be/sites/default/files/

aclvb/200529-guide_sectoriel.02.06.2020.jfm_.pdf)

This guide was drawn up and distributed in May 2020 
and updated in June 2020. This guide follows the deve-
lopment of a generic guide at national and multi-sec-
tor level to counter the spread of the coronavirus. This 
guide contains general measures that the sectors and 
all employers are free to refine to ensure that the return 
to work takes place in a context that guarantees health 
and safety. The social partners adapted and strengthe-
ned those measures to the specificity of the food indus-
try sector. 

The social partners have thus harmonised all the 
pre-existing safety and hygiene directives in the food in-
dustry sector. These adaptations have resulted in a sec-
tor guide that covers all the safety instructions in force 
in the food industry to deal with Covid, accompanied by 
recommendations. 

• Supplementary compensation in the event of 

incapacity for work due to Covid

White-collar workers (employees) were excluded from 
such a scheme. Only blue-collar workers were entitled, 
in the event of long-term illness or accident, to a sup-
plementary allowance (for a maximum of 9 months).
Thanks to the agreement reached by social partners, 
any worker who became incapacitated as a result of 
Covid-19 was able to benefit from a supplementary 
allowance for the period between the 13.03.2020 and 
31.12.2020. Financed by the “Social Fund” of the sector (a 
fund financed by companies in the sector), the contribu-
tion amounted to 19.30 euros gross per day of incapacity 
for work due to Covid-19. This would be available to the 
worker after the end of the guaranteed salary period (30 
days in most case in Belgium). 

• Setting up specific funding for online training 

The guide has served in particular as a reference for 
large companies and SMEs with more than 50 em-
ployees, where social consultation took place. Unfor-
tunately, it is more difficult to obtain an overview of the 
impact of this guide on smaller companies. The Joint 
Committee was also able to organise a follow-up on 
the implementation of the guide’s recommendations 
and issued an official reminder to companies that have 
implemented the recommendations incorrectly. Social 
dialogue thus played an autonomous role in standar-
dising activities, at a time when the government was 
concentrating on the national aspects of the pandemic. 
Interestingly, interviewees reached for the case studies 
mentioned the Effat/FoodDrinkEurope Guideline as an 
important source of inspiration for the elaboration of the 
Belgian sectoral guide.

The vitality of social dialogue in the food sector should 
be seen in the context of that in the hotel and catering 
industry, a sector that has been hit differently by the 
consequences of the pandemic. As a downstream sec-
tor of the food industry, closed or semi-closed during 
lockdown periods, there was very little social dialogue 
in the HoReCa sector. In view of the sector’s economic 
impact, the government stepped in, introduced a tripar-
tite format and financed measures (notably end-of-year 
bonuses, as the sector was unable to do this on its own).

The end of the pandemic led to a return to normal social 
dialogue. Online meetings, which were very common 
during the pandemic, did not continue. Post-pandemic 
issues (energy, raw materials, inflation) were less of a 
topic for social dialogue. The automatic indexation of 
wages in Belgium acted as a buffer to the problem of 
purchasing power, without resolving all the situations. 
Today, social dialogue focuses on issues specific to the 
sector, in line with the problems of each sub-sector: 

https://www.cgslb.be/sites/default/files/aclvb/200529-guide_sectoriel.02.06.2020.jfm_.pdf
https://www.cgslb.be/sites/default/files/aclvb/200529-guide_sectoriel.02.06.2020.jfm_.pdf
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• The ending of the pandemic meant that social 
dialogue has returned to practices and customs 
which were the pre-pandemic norm.

• During the first half 2020, there were a number of 
outbreaks in meat factories. The social partners 
were engaged in the response, interventions made 
possible by the existence of collective bargaining 
mechanisms in Spain.

• The number of migrant workers working in the sector 
sharply fell during 2020. 

• Production volumes overall increased significantly 
during 2020 and growth has since continued. There is 
general agreement that social dialogue contributed 
to the viability of the sector during the pandemic.

2.5. Main findings from the case 
studies

The 4 study cases provide interesting general findings: 
• In cases where good relations had been established 

and where there were high levels of communication 
and dialogue, such practises continued after the 
outbreak of the pandemic.

• Social dialogue reflected patterns of path 
dependency. This means that social dialogue 
continued during the pandemic in the manner 
that had been established prior to the outbreak of 
COVID-19.  The study cases show clearly that where 
social dialogue was well established prior to the 
pandemic, social partners were able to react quickly 
and effectively to the crisis. It has a tremendous 
impact on the social dialogue quality and its ability to 
improve resilience to crisis in the sector.

• “Normal” patterns of social dialogue have now been 
reestablished. This means that social dialogue has, 
by and large, returned to how it was conducted in the 
sector in each country prior to the pandemic. 

• Institutions matter: social dialogue is heavily governed 
by the institutional framework it takes place in. These 
institutions define how social dialogue is conducted. 
Crises do not alter the institutions, but social dialogue 
can impact how social partners respond to these 
crises. 

• Governments matter: the attitude of governments 
to the social dialogue will shape how the dialogue is 
conducted, who participates in the social dialogue 
and what the outcomes will be. 

• The international context matters: the transnational 
social dialogue engaged between the social partners 
can influence national outcomes at national state level 
at key times. Where production from the European 
social partners were used (Belgian, Ireland), it had a 
significant impact.

working conditions, training, digitalisation, health and 
safety, regulation of sub-contracting, etc.

The Belgian social partners were therefore able to react 
quickly to the consequences of the COVID crisis, thanks 
in particular to pre-existing social dialogue structures 
and players who know each other well and are used to 
talking to each other. 

2.4. Spain

The case study of the Spanish meat sector reveals a 
sector where the pandemic kick-started a social dia-
logue. Tripartite collective bargaining was widely used 
as a tool to deal with the pandemic in Spain. Spain has 
a collective bargaining system characterised by a high 
number of sectoral and regional collective agreements 
and a tradition of strong cross-sectoral collective bar-
gaining. 

A case study analysis of the social dialogue during the 

period revealed the following:

• The sector was essentially designated early in the 
pandemic. This concentrated the minds of the social 
partners. There was some common ground, with 
a strong emphasis from all sides on maintaining 
production and ensuring safety.

• The social dialogue was united around a number of 
immediate and urgent topics.  This added impetus 
and energy in the process. The agreement of a 
common agenda concentrated minds in a way that 
was not always possible before.

In addition to an intensification of the social dialogue 
agenda, made possible by the urgency of the items to 
be discussed, the onset of digital technology facilitated 
an additional number of meetings and exchanges that 
would have been impossible prior to the pandemic. 
Conversely, such meetings did assist the process of si-
gning collective agreements.
• Some participants in the social dialogue process 

strongly felt that the process worked best when 
focused on practical problem-solving, facilitated by 
a dedicated “hot line” in some instances. 

• It should be noted that the suspension of collective 
bargaining during the first year of the pandemic 
meant that the orientation of social dialogue 
completely changed.

• The attitude of the national Spanish government 
towards collective bargaining was considered to 
be a key factor determining the outcome of social 
dialogue deliberations.



Social dialogue and the sustainable post-COVID 19 recovery strategy in the food and drink industry // 31

PART 3

From the findings of the study cases, but also from the 
result of the workshop, this report intends to identify key 
characteristics of effective social dialogue in the sector:  
1. Social dialogue to be effective needs a counterpart. 

This means that social dialogue at sector level, 
for example, needs to engage the relevant social 
partners.  

2. Social dialogue needs to take place at the earliest 
possible moment. This means that relationships 
and structures must already be established and be 
robust. Trust must have been built up.

3. Strong social dialogue has implications for wider 
society and the economy.  During the pandemic, 
strong social dialogue was a tool in some countries 
which not only ensured the adequate continuation of 
production but also proved to be effective in limiting 
the spread of Covid-19 within the food manufacturing 
sectors.  The absence of such dialogue in some 
sectors in certain countries led to a lack of an agreed 
response to key issues.  

4. Responding quickly to issues as they arise can lead 
to better outcomes. Establishing means to do this, 
for example through dedicated hotlines, can be 
beneficial. 

Conclusions and recommendations

5. Digital technology has in some instances facilitated 
an intensification of certain forms of social dialogue. 
However, there is a need for advice, guidance, and 
in some cases agreement on the use of digital 
technology in social dialogue.  

6. The strength of the relationships between the people 
involved in the social dialogue has a bearing on the 
process. 

7. Social dialogue must take place at the appropriate 
level. In general, the principle of subsidiarity was seen 
to be effective during the pandemic. In particular, 
social dialogue was seen to be particularly effective 
at the company level in dealing with practical issues 
while the national sectoral level was efficient at 
coordinating the response to the crisis while ensuring 
an even playing field   

8. The social dialogue at the European level can have a 
practical bearing and influence on the social dialogue 
at the national level. Common standards, agreements, 
and statements on issues at the transnational level 
can guide the local processes.  

9. Participants in the social dialogue must be 
representative and provided with the appropriate 
training tools and expertise to participate.  
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cial partners and the support of governments are key 
factors in addressing the immediate consequences of 
the crisis. A key factor of the success or failure of social 
dialogue is linked to the extent of government support 
for the process and timely involvement of the social 
partners.

Therefore, social dialogue should be supported by pu-
blic authority at every level, especially through conti-
nued support for institutional frameworks guaranteeing 
regular processes of dialogue and exchanges between 
social partners, backed with proper resources. 

1.2. An appropriate level of 
social dialogue to deal with 
unconventional circumstances.

The level of social dialogue is most of the time heavily 
influenced by the structure and institutions framing so-
cial dialogue and collective bargaining in a country. Ne-
vertheless, building on the findings of the reports, some 
recommendations can be deduced. When possible, 
national sectoral dialogue should be favoured over an 
overly decentralized social dialogue.

Social dialogue can be effective at company level in 
dealing with practical issues, given proper resources. 
Nevertheless, depending on the country, a significant 
number of companies do not possess structures for a 
such a social dialogue – it is especially true for small and 
very small companies. National sectoral social dialogue 
has the advantage to address issues common to every 
company of the sector. 

While it can vary according to the institutional setting 
and coverage of social bargaining, the Danish and Bel-
gium examples show that the sectoral response was 
adequate in dealing with issues that were affecting all 
companies, especially those with few resources and, in 
the case of Belgium, a lack of structured social dialogue. 

1.3. An effective European sectoral 
social dialogue in times of crisis: 
gathering information and 
sharing best practices.

According to the interviewees, the outcomes of Eu-
ropean sectoral social dialogue during the pandemic 
were useful. The guidelines were used as reference in 
the Belgium case. They have also been a useful tool for 
Members States where sectoral social dialogue institu-
tions are lacking and have very few means to produce 

1. Recommendations

It is very likely, if not inevitable that Europe will face 
pandemics in the future. According to Professor Máire 
Connolly, the most likely scenario for the next pandemic 
is a new strain of influenza like the H7N9 “bird flu” virus 
or a newly identified virus such as another novel corona-
virus.’  (Horizon, 2022). 

As part of the process of compiling this report, Syndex 
pursued 2 lines of inquiry with relevance to future pan-
demics. The first was to ask workshop participants if the 
process of social dialogue during the pandemic had 
influenced the current state of social dialogue. It was 
very clear that social dialogue during the pandemic did 
not influence the conduct of social dialogue during the 
pandemic. In general, there is little evidence of learning 
or changes in social dialogue processes as a result of 
the pandemic. There is also little evidence of how the 
process of social dialogue during the pandemic will in-
fluence any similar crisis in the future.  

 There are 3 options which should be considered. 
1. Sectoral dialogue clearly shows that local social 

dialogue, where processes were already established, 
was able to respond quickly and nimbly to the 
pandemic, allowing participants to enter into social 
dialogue. However, the absence of sectoral social 
dialogue meant lost opportunities in many cases and 
this should be considered for the future. The evidence 
suggests that new social dialogue processes will not 
happen when a pandemic crisis breaks out.   

2. Social partners should ensure that they are properly 
resourced and trained on facilitating online social 
dialogue where this has been agreed.  

3. The social partners should consider structured 
engagement with Pandem 2, the EU-funded project 
which aims to develop new solutions to effectively 
fight an EU-wide pandemic

1.1. Support the social dialogue at 
every level.

Result from the project shows that social dialogue was 
most effective during the pandemic where initial so-
cial dialogue structures were already well established. 
The findings exposed in chapter 2.4 clearly show that, 
where social dialogue was well established prior to the 
pandemic, social partners were able to react quickly 
and provide effective solutions to the issues posed by 
the crisis.

Indeed, the prompt and effective involvement of the so-
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such guidelines, at a time when governments are typi-
cally overwhelmed, as was the case in Ireland.

Moreover, the European social dialogue appears to be a 
legitimate platform to address European policy makers 
and pass on information and feedback from national af-
filiates who are closer to the reality of the consequence 
of the crisis. Joint position is in this sense efficient  – if 
the European public authority takes it into account in its 
initiatives.

Another outcome of the study cases and the interviews 
was the lack of knowledge of national social partners 
about practices elsewhere in Europe. The period of the 
pandemic was intense, and players were adapting to 
unconventional circumstances. 

Sharing practices of other practitioners of the social dia-
logue could bring significant added value to the Euro-
pean social dialogue in time of crisis. Both organisation 
participating in this social dialogue collected and orga-
nised the sharing of such practices. But bringing com-
monly agreed best practices at the social dialogue level 
could bring a higher level of impact and dissemination.

1.4. Build the sector’s resilience by 
tackling the challenges now 

The social partners could establish a simple plan to 
agree on the priority issues to tackle in the immediate 
future. 

Three areas have been the subject of discussion during 
workshops on the social dialogue project and identified 
by the social partners as key issues to be discussed at 
European level. They could focus on these three areas 
with a view to focusing on what can be agreed, rather 
than the points of difference which can be pursued 
independently. While tackling those issues will stren-
gthen the resilience of the sector to future crises (for 
instance labour shortages have increased as a conse-
quence of the Covid crisis), it will also enhance the ca-
pacity of social partners to find common ground to meet 
future challenges.

The working group, employers and employee repre-
sentatives alike, made interesting suggestions which 
could guide future social dialogue endeavours:
•  Labour shortage: the attractiviteness of the sector 

is one of the challenges of the sector identified in 
this project. It touches on issues such as improving 
working conditions (the Eurofound survey mentioned 
in this report showed that a significant proportion 

of workers suffer from poor working conditions), 
economic conditions, conditions of mobile and 
migrant workers and preventing the abusive use of 
sub-contracting schemes (extremely present in sub-
sectors such as meat).

• Skills and training: Training is a major issue in the 
sector to improve its resilience, not only in the face of 
challenges such as digitalisation, but also in the face 
of external shocks. However, the Eurofound survey1 
found that 6 out each 10 food and beverage workers 
reported not having received paid training in the last 
year. So, there is room for improvement. 

• Just transition: The ecological transition carries its 
share of challenges, but just as importantly, climate 
change and loss of biodiversity  pose a potential 
future crisis threat to the sector (water scarcity, 
raw materials scarcity, agricultural input disruption 
due to natural disasters…). It is therefore paramount 
that the sector organises its transition in a way 
that is fair for every stakeholder. To reach this aim, 
several propositions can be made: ensuring that 
social dialogue takes place at the appropriate level, 
a shared understanding of the social partners of 
the challenges and risks through independent risk 
analysis of future ecological impact (at sectoral and 
local levels) and regular impact assessments of the 
decisions taken.

1  Eurofound (2023)
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