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Europe: Basic tax take exceeds 50% in 
Belgium and France 

According to the Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development (OECD) the 

average tax and social security burden in all 34 

countries covered by its remit increased by 0.1% 

last year.  

The biggest increases were in the Netherlands, 

Poland and the Slovak Republic, mainly due to 

rises in employer social security 

contributions. The highest proportion of labour 

costs taken up by income tax and social security 

for single workers without children was in Belgium 

(56.0%), France (50.2%), Germany (49.7%) and 

Hungary (49.4%).  

FedEE estimates that when other liabilities such 

as VAT and local/property taxes are taken into 

account a typical single worker in Belgium would 

have to work for at least 23 hours per week just to 

meet their obligations to the state. 

 

European Union: Emergency planning 
rules tightened 

The European Commission has passed its long 

awaited draft health and safety Directive issued in 

response to the Macondo incident in the Gulf of 

Mexico.    

This measure will establish a framework for the 

licencing and inspection of all offshore oil and gas 

rigs and require emergency planning procedures 

to be in place. Operators will have to periodically 

verify safeguards are working, issue incidence 

reports and be fully responsible for environmental 

damage up to 370km from the coast of EU 

member states. Whistle-blowers will be protected 

and companies operating in the European Union 

will be expected to apply the same accident-

prevention policies globally as in their EU 

operations 
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Belgium: Contracts do not have to be in 
Dutch  
Belgium's Flemish Community has been found by 

the European Court of Justice (ECJ) to have 

infringed European law by only recognising 

employment contracts drafted in Dutch.  

 

Under Flemish law, employment contracts that are 

not drafted in Dutch are considered void. 

According to the Court, the law “is liable to have a 

dissuasive effect on non-Dutch-speaking 

employees and employers from other member 

states” and therefore constitutes a restriction on 

the freedom of movement of workers.  

 

This finding has wider significance because 

similar language restrictions apply in other EU 

states such as France - where the linguistic 

requirement applies to all documents relating to 

the employment relationship. 

 

Belgium: Challenge to growth of mini-
jobs 
The Belgian government has complained to the 

European Commission about German "mini-jobs", 

claiming that they undermine EU competition 

rules.  

 

According to the Commission there are 7.5 million 

people working under "mini-job" terms and 

conditions in Germany. They may earn up to 450 

euros per month free of tax, employer social 

security and pension contributions. Because there 

is no minimum wage in Germany the rate paid in 

some sectors - such as meat processing - can be 

as low as 4 euros an hour. However, although the 

European Commission can issue 

recommendations on what is often referred to as 

"wage dumping" it has no powers to dictate wage 

policy to individual EU member states. 

 

Europe: The rights of disabled workers 
A recent European Court of Justice (ECJ) case 

has clarified a number of issues concerning the 

rights of disabled workers under European law. 

The ECJ ruled last week that a reduction in 

working hours may be considered reasonable 

accommodation for disabled workers under Article 

5 of the Equal Treatment Framework Directive 

(2000/78/EC) (and under the United Nations 

Convention on the Rights of Persons with 

Disabilities) if this allows the employee to continue 

in employment. It must be established, however, 

that such a reduction of working hours would not 

represent a disproportionate burden on the 

employer. 

 

The ECJ also clarified the definition of disability 

under European law, stating that the term “must 

be interpreted as including a condition caused by 

an illness medically diagnosed as curable or 

incurable where that illness entails a limitation 

which results in particular from physical, mental or 

psychological impairments which in interaction 

with various barriers may hinder the full and 

effective participation of the person concerned in 

professional life on an equal basis with other 

workers, and the limitation is a long-term one.” 

 

Furthermore, the Court ruled that Directive 

2000/78 rendered the Danish law under 

consideration in this case irrelevant. Danish law 

allows an employer to dismiss workers with only 

one month‟s notice when they have been absent 

on full sick pay for 120 days during the previous 

12 months. The Court ruled that this law would not 

apply where absences are a result of the 

employer‟s failure to implement reasonable 

accommodation measures to allow the disabled 

employee to work, or where the absences are the 

consequence of the employee‟s disability. Such 

examples of national legislation may be 

acceptable only if “that legislation, as well as 

pursuing a legitimate aim, does not go beyond 

what is necessary to achieve that aim” [Joined 

cases C-335/11 and C-337/11]. 

 

 
 



    

 

 

 

Europe: Proposed new rules for 
multinational companies 
Under draft legislation unveiled by the European 

Commission as part of their Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) initiative companies with 

more than 500 employees operating in the 

European Union (EU) could soon be required to 

disclose a wide range of non-financial information.  

 

The number of enterprises in the EU that have 

signed up to the ten CSR principles of the United 

Nations Global Compact has risen from 600 in 

2006 to over 1900 in 2011. For the Commission, 

however, CSR is largely a window dressing 

exercise rather than one aiming at aligning 

companies behind the resolution of substantive 

social or environmental problems. For this reason 

the proposed obligations focus on the 

transparency of corporate policies as they relate 

to environmental issues, social and employee-

related aspects, respect for human rights, anti-

corruption and bribery measures and diversity on 

the boards of directors. 

 

Germany: Top airline struggles with 
opposing economic pressures 
The German trade union Ver.di grounded almost 

all of Lufthansa's 1,700 flights worldwide following 

a second strike call over its latest pay claim for 

33,000 ground crew.  

 

Talks on a new deal have been overshadowed by 

the company's 1.5bn euro restructuring exercise - 

which would reduce its 117,000 strong workforce 

by 3,500. In recent talks the union has continued 

to press for a 5.2% pay increase, job guarantees 

and a shorter, 12-month contract period. In 

response the company has offered a 3% rise over 

29 months, plus a one-off bonus equivalent to 1% 

percent of annual remuneration if the company 

achieves a gross operating profit of 3% in 2014.  

 

 
 

Ireland: Major changes to income tax 
rules 
The Irish Finance Act has now become law. It 

brings into personal taxable income all maternity, 

adoptive and health and safety benefits from July 

1st 2013, and removes tax relief from 

discretionary employment cessation payments in 

excess of 200,000 euros arising from death, injury 

or disability. Furthermore, employees will no 

longer be able to benefit from tax-free loans from 

employee benefit trusts. 

 

The Irish Finance Minister Michael Noonan has 

also announced that in order to comply with EU 

tax surveillance rules the deadline for self-

employed and dividend income recipients to 

complete tax assessment documentation and pay 

any tax due is being moved forwards from 

December to October this year.  

 

Netherlands: Proposed reforms 
abandoned 
The Dutch Cabinet has now backed an accord 

between employers and trade unions even though 

they have agreed not to go ahead with most of the 

government's proposed reforms. Although the 

Cabinet had planned to slash unemployment 

benefit (WW) to one year at 70% of previous 

salary and a further year at a low fixed rate the 

accord retains unemployment benefit at the 70% 

level for three years, although this will only be until 

2016, after which the third year will be phased out. 

 

Plans to relax the dismissal law have also been 

postponed by negotiators because of rising 

unemployment levels, and a mandatory 5% 

disability quota has been dropped in favour of a 

voluntary approach. However, employers will soon 

only be able to hire fixed-term staff up to a 

maximum of three temporary contracts in two 

years, rather than three contracts in three years.  

 

Although the accord is likely to be passed by the 

lower house of parliament where the VVD and 

PvdA coalition government have a majority, 



    

 

 

 

uncertainty remains about potential support from 

the Senate (Upper House) where the opposition 

could well reject the accord on the grounds that it 

will cost the exchequer 600m euros at a time 

when parliament is seeking to ensure the budget 

deficit stays below 3% of Gross Domestic Profit 

(GDP) in 2014. 

 

Russia: Special legal framework for 
remote workers  
A law has just come into effect in the Russian 

Federation establishing a special statutory 

framework for remote workers.  

 

Such workers must perform their duties away from 

any formal operational location or facility that is 

directly or indirectly controlled by their employer. 

Communications with their employer will be 

principally carried out via a public telephone 

network (including the Internet) and the employee 

concerned will be subject to an employment 

contract which states that their duties will be 

performed remotely. 

 

The designation of an employee as a "remote 

worker" gives an employer certain advantages. 

The employment contract and all associated 

documents can be signed using an encrypted 

digital signature, no employment record book 

need be maintained and the contract may set out 

in advance the grounds for its termination (which 

must nevertheless be compliant with the labour 

code). However, an employer must establish 

insurance cover for work accidents and 

occupational diseases and investigate any work-

related accidents. [Federal Law No. 60-FZ of April 

5th 2013] 

 

Spain: Courts continue to undermine 
dismissal law reforms 
Before reform of the Labour statute Spanish 

employers frequently found that even if a 

redundancy was legitimate the courts would find 

that they infringed dismissal rules on a procedural 

technicality and required them to compensate the 

workers concerned at the penal rate of 45 days 

per year of service.  

 

In order to encourage employers to hire staff on 

permanent contracts the government modified 

Articles 51 and 52 of the Statute to allow 

employers to lay off workers with compensation at 

20 days per year of service if sales revenues 

declined for three consecutive quarters.  

 

Since the reform came into effect in February 

2012 a total of 45 cases have been heard by the 

courts under Spain's Redundancy Procedure 

(ERE). In 24 of the cases the employer's actions 

have not passed legal screening in spite of the 

greater legal certainty that the reform was meant 

to achieve. This is largely because many judges 

were opposed to the reforms on the grounds that 

it infringed the right to work enshrined in Art.35 of 

the Constitution. 

 

Sweden: Court to interpret fixed-term 
contract limits 
The Swedish government continues to reject calls 

from the European Commission to reform its 

employment legislation to comply with the EU 

Directive on fixed-term workers (Council Directive 

99/70/EC).  

 

For the last six years the Commission has 

repeatedly demanded that Sweden make changes 

to the rules which allow fixed-term employment 

contracts to be perpetually renewed without 

invoking a permanent contract. Although 

proposals to change the law were presented in 

2011 and 2012 these were subsequently 

withdrawn. Now the Commission intends to take 

the issue to the European Court of Justice even 

though they are by no means guaranteed to 

challenge the current Swedish law successfully. 

This is because the EU Directive does not lay 

down either limits for the duration of such 

contracts or the number of times they may be 

renewed. It is sufficient under the Directive that 



    

 

 

 

there are "objective reasons justifying the renewal 

of such contracts or relationships" 

 

Switzerland: Closing the gates to EU 
workers 
The Swiss Federal Government is likely to 

announce by the end of April new restrictions on 

the free movement of all EU citizens.  

 

Under an EU-Swiss accord dating back to 2002 

Switzerland may temporarily restrict the issue of 

residence permits to EU citizens if immigration 

rises 10% faster than the average of the three 

previous years. In April 2012 the Swiss authorities 

reintroduced quotas on workers from eight EU 

states that joined the EU in 2004 (Romania and 

Bulgaria were already restricted until 2014). Now 

the Federal Government could well put at risk the 

future health of bilateral relations with the EU and 

run the danger of invoking anger within many EU 

member states if it invokes its immigration 

safeguard clause.  

Pay, Tax and Benefit Trends 

AUSTRIA: An amendment has been made to the 

rules governing the provision of Austria's 

commuter tax allowance (Pendlerpauschale). 

Part-time workers who commute at least four days 

per month are now entitled to the allowance on a 

pro-rata basis and if a worker commutes at least 

eleven days per month they are entitled to the 

allowance in full. Although the Federal Assembly 

passed the amendment on March 14th 2013, it is 

backdated to January 1st 2013. The application 

form L34 has been reissued for this purpose.  

AUSTRIA: Austrian Foreign Minister Maria 

Fekter's determination to maintain her country's 

banking secrecy and refusal to report foreigners' 

accounts to their home tax authorities has left 

Austria as the only country in the European Union 

yet to accept financial transparency. However, 

she now claims to have achieved respect from 

other EU governments for Austria's right to 

manage its own banking rules. 

HUNGARY: In February 2013 average gross 

monthly earnings in Hungary's business sector 

were HUF 228,075 (761 euros) - of which just 

HUF 12,092 (40.34 euros) was in the form of 

variable premiums and bonuses. This resulted in 

an average net pay level of HUF 149,390 (498.52 

euros). Over the year to February 2013 gross 

earnings rose in the business sector by an 

average of only 1.2%.  

NETHERLANDS: In a recent newspaper 

interview, the Dutch Social Affairs Minister 

Lodewijk Asscher has revealed that the 

government plans to convert Unemployment 

Benefit (WW) and possibly even Job Disability 

benefit into fully-funded insurance-based schemes 

by the year 2020. Currently both schemes are 

funded through a combination of employer levies 

and general taxation, although employees will 

become liable for a nominal monthly WW 

contribution by 2016. 

PORTUGAL: Portugal's Economic Minister Alvaro 

Santos Pereira has told a press conference that 

"We want more investment and the main 

instrument here is the reform of the company tax 

that we intend to carry out via a significant 

decrease in tax rates to make investment more 

attractive". He would not be drawn on how much 

the government would seek to reduce corporation 

tax from its current 29.5 - 31.5% (including 

surcharges and municipal tax) level, but it is 

understood that the Cabinet would like to match 

Ireland's 12.5% rate. 

UK: The UK government has announced that the 

national minimum wage will rise in October by 12 

pence to £6.31 (7.39 euros) per hour. The 

increase for younger workers will be considerably 

lower - with a 5p rise to £5.03 for 18-20 year olds 

and 4p to £3.72 for 16/17 year olds.  



    

 

 

 

Other European HR news in brief 

AUSTRIA: According to Statistics Austria the 

tendency to participate in ongoing training is 

closely linked to an individual's highest level of 

educational achievement. In 2011/12 68.9% of 

people with a university degree (or equivalent) 

attended training courses, seminars, workshops, 

lectures or had private lessons whilst only 23.5% 

of individuals with no formal education beyond 

compulsory schooling did so. 

 

EUROPE: Data published by the statistical office 

of the European Union, Eurostat, reveals that the 

number of „underemployed‟ workers in the 

European Union has risen steadily in recent 

years. The number of workers considered 

„underemployed‟ (i.e. employed part-time - but 

both wishing to, and available to, work more 

hours) has risen from 18.5% of part-time workers 

in the EU in 2008 to 21.4% in 2012. The country 

with the highest proportion of underemployed 

workers is Greece (66%), whereas the countries 

with the highest proportions of underemployed 

workers relative to the entire working population 

are Ireland (8%), Spain (8%) and the UK (6.5%). 

 

EUROPE: A report published this month by the 

European Commission on labour relations has 

revealed that according to the most recent 

available data for 2009/10 the trade union density 

rate "increased in countries such as Sweden, 

Finland or Italy...while the opposite trend was 

visible in Portugal, Austria and Germany. In 

Ireland there was some evidence of a stabilisation 

in density although this was probably largely due 

to the "massive fall in employment, particularly in 

traditionally unionised sectors such as 

construction". [Industrial Relations in Europe 

report 2012 http://tinyurl.com/cjab7rp] 

 

GERMANY: In a recent case, the German 

Federal Labour Court has affirmed that age limits 

laid down in a local collective agreement 

incorporated into an individual's employment 

contract are effective, where the age limit is linked 

to the age at which the employee can claim their 

statutory pension (the German Works Constitution 

Act - Betriebsverfassungsgesetz). Normally an 

indefinite employment contract has precedence 

over an age limit set out in such a collective 

agreement, but only when they differ to the 

advantage of the employee. [Case: 1 AZR 417/12] 

 

GLOBAL: The latest World Economic Outlook 

from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) points 

to a global recovery over the next two years. Oil 

prices are predicted to fall in the eurozone by 

5.4% this year and 4.1 next year, and this will help 

to push down consumer price inflation to 1.6% in 

2013 and 1.4% in 2014. Although investment 

levels in the eurozone are expected to remain 

stable at 17.8-18.0% of GDP it is likely to rise in 

the United Kingdom from its low point of 14.3% of 

GDP in 2012 to 15.1% this year and 15.5% next 

year. 

 

GLOBAL: A new device that allows alcohol 

testing through a fingerprint in just ten seconds is 

currently being launched into the European 

market. Alcodigital's TruTouch is already used by 

many employers in the USA for routine workplace 

testing and its ability to detect alcohol levels in a 

non-invasive way is achieved through a process 

called near infra-red technology. 

 

NETHERLANDS: Some 450,000 households in 

the Netherlands will come under greater economic 

pressure from July 2013 because of new 

surcharges on rents for public housing. Those 

earning between 33,000 euros and 43,000 euros 

per annum will have to pay a 4.5% surcharge and 

those earning over 43,000 euros, whose rent is 

greater than 660 euros a month, will be subject to 

a 6% surcharge. 

 

NETHERLANDS: The Dutch Economic Affairs 

Minister Henk Kamp is asking the lower house of 

the Dutch parliament this week to approve a bill 

http://tinyurl.com/cjab7rp%5D.


    

 

 

 

that would end postal delivery on Mondays from 

January 1st 2014. According to Kamp, 83% of the 

population accepts the prospect of fewer delivery 

days and the move would bring the Netherlands 

into line with most EU countries, where the post is 

already delivered only five days a week. 

 

POLAND: A law on the deregulation of some 50 

key professions has been passed by the Polish 

parliament and now awaits a decision by the 

Senate. This initiative, which is eventually planned 

to extend to over 200 professions, is being 

strongly opposed by members of the professions 

concerned, who argue that deregulation will lead 

to a lowering of standards.  

 

UK: The UK's Employment Appeals Tribunal has 

recently found in favour of an Appellant on the 

grounds of disability discrimination (Equality Act 

2010) because his obesity constituted a disability. 

According to the court, it is the effect of any 

impairment which is crucial, not its cause - unless 

there are doubts about the genuineness of a 

claimed disability. But to constitute a disability an 

individual's body weight must impair their ability to 

carry out normal, day to day activities and the 

impairment must extend for a period of twelve 

months or more. [Case: Walker v SITA 

Information Network Computing Limited] 

  

 

 

 

FedEE news:  

SCHEDULED WEB SITE MAINTENANCE: Please note that due to scheduled web site maintenance the 

FedEE web site will not be accessible between 5pm BST on Friday, 3
rd

 May 2013 and 9am BST on 

Saturday, 4
th
 May 2013. We apologise for any inconvenience this may cause. 

3
rd

 ANNUAL PAN-EUROPEAN HR FORUM: FedEE Secretary General Robin Chater will be chairing the 3
rd

 

Annual Pan-European HR Forum on 23
rd

 and 24
th
 May 2013 in Berlin. 

This event has been designed for HR Directors with a European, EMEA or international remit, and it provides 

an excellent platform to come together to network and to share best practice. The two-day conference will 

include speakers from leading organisations such as Santander, L‟Oréal, Astellas, GE, KPMG, Marks & 

Spencer, Ricoh and others, and provides streams and workshops for a range of different aspects of strategic 

talent management and organisational development. 

As part of our collaboration with this event we can offer a discounted rate for our members – please use this 

link to book your place: www.eurohr.eu/member  

JSB EMPLOYMENT LAW TRAINING OFFER: FedEE and JSB are working in partnership to offer FedEE 

members a 10% discount on any international employment law course booked using the discount code 

'fedee12'. 

JSB offers a wide range of employment law training for HR professionals, covering all aspects of UK and 

international employment law. 

Full details of their employment law programmes can be found here. 

http://www.eurohr.eu/member
http://www.jsbonline.com/
http://www.jsbonline.com/courses/6/employment-law/


    

 

 

 

 

 

Their full range of international employment law courses covers over 30 countries, including 

comprehensive 1-day seminars on many European jurisdictions. Each seminar is led by a legal expert from  

the country in question, providing first class legal expertise that links legislation to practical HR management 

challenges. Full details of their upcoming courses can be found here. 

To activate the FedEE member discount code, simply quote 'fedee12' when booking. 
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