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Abstract
In recent years, decentralised collective bargaining has been increasingly discussed in Italy. The 
importance of collective bargaining is often questioned, but sectoral agreements have various 
purposes and the related bilateral bodies and funds are managed jointly by social partner 
organisations. In comparison with peak-level social pacts, it is a less visible kind of cooperation, 
but particularly relevant in times of crisis. The article deals with the activity of bipartite bodies 
and funds. The analysis shows that they perform remarkable functions and could develop further. 
However, some problems also emerge from the comparison with bilateral experiences in other 
countries.
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Introduction

Analysing policy responses to the global economic and financial crisis, the European 
Commission (2015) recommended income support and stressed the link between 
wage-setting institutions and economic performance. According to Glassner and 
Keune (2012: 368), the crisis tended to reinforce longer-term trends in national indus-
trial relations, like bargaining decentralisation and coverage reduction (Demetriades 
and Welz, 2012; Eurofound, 2014: 22; Pedersini, 2012, 2018; Regalia and Regini, 
2018: 66).1 However, it also enhanced the role of negotiated responses (Glassner and 
Keune, 2010; Glassner et al., 2011), including bipartite arrangements. The crisis 
prompted the foundation of new or stronger bipartite and tripartite bodies (Broughton 
and Welz, 2013: 13; Eurofound, 2014: 14). Institutional conditions and the national 
setting of industrial relations influenced the diverging reactions to the crisis (Glassner 
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and Keune, 2010; ILO and World Bank, 2012; Svalund, 2015), but there were attempts 
by the social partners to develop mutually acceptable solutions to reduce its impact and 
contribute to recovery (Demetriades and Welz, 2012; European Foundation, 2012). In 
Italy, bilateralism has become increasingly important to address the deficiencies in 
statutory unemployment protection and income support (Pavolini et al., 2016). The 
decree law 185/2008 fostered tripartite agreements at regional level and firm-level 
deals for income support, integrating bipartite solutions in this system and covering 
also small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) (Pedersini, 2013). Though exemp-
tions from sectoral agreements were not so extensive as expected and bargaining 
decentralisation has been limited (D’Amuri and Giorgiantonio, 2015; Leonardi, 2017), 
local negotiations have often focused on social and health issues, and the crisis has 
driven the social partners towards bipartite initiatives to cope with uncertainty 
(Colombo and Regalia, 2016; Regalia and Regini, 2018: 70–71). Collective bargaining 
is thus related to forms of cooperation which play a significant social policy role. The 
2009 framework agreement on bargaining reform stated that ‘further forms of bilateral 
arrangements’ could be implemented for the provision of supplementary welfare. As 
observed by Glassner and Keune (2012: 369), collective agreements in the private sec-
tor have played an important role as social policy instruments, mitigating the crisis 
effects on workers and safeguarding their income (Cazes et al., 2017; Demetriades and 
Welz, 2012). During the crisis, bipartite negotiations intensified in Italy (Broughton 
and Welz, 2013). According to Leonardi (2017: 98), bilateralism is probably the most 
structured form of participation achieved in Italy in the past 20 years. This article will 
investigate the bilateral bodies (enti bilaterali, in Italian) and the funds jointly run by 
employers’ organisations and trade unions.

Bilateral bodies are found particularly in the crafts industry and among SMEs, mainly 
in sectors where employment is often non-standard, with a high turnover of employees 
and widespread atypical or undeclared work. Historically, these sectors have also been 
characterised by limited statutory welfare provisions. Contractual welfare, i.e. the activi-
ties organised by social partners either through state delegation or by sectoral bargaining, 
sets a connection between labour market actors and social policy (Schelkle, 2011). In 
times of public welfare restructuring, collective bargaining partners have strengthened 
their self-regulatory role, especially concerning pensions and training (Trampusch, 
2007b, 2009). Although collectively negotiated benefits cannot replace public schemes, 
they may complement state provisions. The range, extent and level of benefits coverage, 
obligations and financing mechanisms are relevant features of collective agreements 
(Trampusch, 2007a). Similarly, Johnston et al. (2011) argue that welfare benefits defined 
through collective bargaining can be arranged both in countries accustomed to dialogue 
and in more confrontational contexts.

Italian bipartite experiences could thus be seen as examples of sectoral or territorial 
partnership in a limitedly institutionalised industrial relations system, with informal and 
scattered experiences of decentralised micro-corporatism (Bagnasco, 1988; Lai, 2006; 
Regini, 1995). Favourable local conditions – like low unrest and relatively high union 
density – may support the development of bilateral cooperation, though within a hetero-
geneous economic, political and social background (Pichierri, 2007; Trigilia, 1985). The 
bilateral bodies are considered as instruments of labour market stabilisation and workers’ 
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protection in times of global societal, technological and economic changes (Tiraboschi, 
2012), and can be seen as a form of territorial neocorporatism (Schmitter and Lanzalaco, 
1988), since they are structured in a multi-level way, at national, regional and provincial 
level. It has been argued that such bodies are rather specific, because of the unstable 
dialogue between Italian social partners at national level and the limited legislation on 
trade unions (Negrelli and Pulignano, 2010; Tiraboschi, 2013). The bilateral bodies act 
autonomously, complying with the rules set by the social partners and by law.

According to Perulli and Sabel (1997: 264–267) there are three possible descriptive 
models:

1. The bodies as expression of social partner associations: this refers to the origins
of these actors;

2. The bodies as service providers: the bodies are seen as competitors of other play-
ers in vocational training, credit to firms, quality certification and further
activities;

3. The bodies as information brokers: because of their composition and their strate-
gic role, they can collect and disclose updated information.

The Italian experience is interesting from the viewpoints of welfare and collective bar-
gaining development. The research questions are whether bilateral bodies and funds can 
be an evolution of social welfare in Italy, and how they relate with the system of indus-
trial relations, given their contractual origin. Through analysis of the literature, national 
reports on second welfare and bilateralism, and primary documentation offered by bilat-
eral bodies and funds through their publications and websites, about 80 bodies and funds 
were examined for the research. To set the Italian case in perspective, relevant experi-
ences of bilateral arrangements in other European countries are illustrated. The final 
section discusses some problematic aspects.

Bilateral bodies in Italy

Bilateral (or bipartite) bodies were originally established in the construction sector in 
1919, in order to guarantee some provisions of the sectoral collective agreement. Initially, 
the casse edili (construction workers’ security funds) were used to mutualise vacations 
and seniority bonuses. Later, they also offered supplementary welfare services, like 
scholarships and summer holidays for children. Basically, by signing the collective 
agreement (at national or decentralised level), trade unions and employers’ organisations 
can decide to establish a body, ruled by a bilateral committee, and define its functions. 
These include employment support, vocational training, anti-discriminatory provisions, 
pension and training funds management, safety rules implementation, labour contracts 
application and the certification of fiscal contributions. Agreements can be sectoral or 
intersectoral, and also regional or local (at firm level). Since the 1980s, bilateralism has 
mostly expanded in the crafts industry (De Lucia and Ciuffini, 2003). Here the system of 
bilateral bodies intersects with many productive sectors, from manufacturing (e.g. cloth-
ing and textiles) to creative products (like gold- and silversmiths, ceramic and glassware) 
and services (from beauty treatments to mechanics and installations) (De Lucia and 
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Ciuffini, 2003: 5). According to the national register of firms, updated by the Chambers 
of Commerce (www.unioncamere.it), there were 1,342,389 crafts businesses and 
2,823,775 employees in 2016 (www.confartigianato.it). In this sector, the prolonged 
instability of collective bargaining (which implied a limited recognition of workers’ 
rights and the impossibility for small businesses to comply with legal terms conceived 
for large industrial companies) led to an agreement in 1983, which first established bilat-
eral bodies at territorial level. They were financed with a sum – equal to two working 
hours per worker, with a minimum of 16 hours’ pay per year – to be used for welfare 
provisions (illness, maternity and accident allowances, professional and managerial 
training, crisis management), in agreement with the local public authorities. Between 
1987 and 1988 two further agreements improved the system, which operated at regional 
level. Employers, whose enrolment in the body was voluntary, paid a contribution (a 10 
hours’ sum per worker per year) to a regional fund for income support in case of sectoral 
crisis. Eighty per cent of such resources would support workers’ income during produc-
tion blocks (for natural disasters, power supply blackouts, problems with raw materials 
stocks), while 20% had to be earmarked for the businesses, in order to reorganise produc-
tion and technology or get reimbursement for internal training courses.

In 1992 the system was improved again by including the double level (national and 
regional). The income support fund, a special fund for trade union representation and the 
subsequent vocational training funds were established on a regional basis. Businesses 
were then obliged to join the bodies in order to get access to these provisions and keep 
fiscal incentives and tax relief, while joining for the mutualisation of illness, maternity 
and insurance against work accidents remained optional. In 1994 environmental and 
safety problems were also considered, with the opening of a new specific fund. The 1993 
and 1996 national tripartite pacts recognised the role of bilateral bodies in vocational 
training policies (Tiraboschi, 2012: 444).

The protection system for the crafts industry is based on mutual assistance (De Lucia 
and Ciuffini, 2003: 14). Employers pay a sum into their respective regional fund for 
professional training and for the income support of workers affected by a temporary 
reduction of productive activity. The body then adds a supplement to the unemployment 
subsidy up to 80–90% of the wages, for an average length of three months per year. In 
case of shortened working hours, with solidarity contracts, the body pays out a sum, 
equivalent to 50% of the public subsidy, up to 75% of the wage loss. In case of natural 
disasters, the body contributes up to 80% of the workers’ pay in absence of specific pub-
lic provisions, and supportive measures for firms.

The system of bilateral bodies in crafts is made up of 21 regional bodies and one national 
coordinating organisation called EBNA (Ente bilaterale nazionale artigianato, the national 
bilateral body for handicrafts). The EBNA combines the funds established by collective 
bargaining and is financed by a contribution of regional bodies equivalent to 1% of the 
money raised for income support. In 2005 legal norms stated that, for temporarily dis-
missed workers, the unemployment subsidy would be conceded at favourable terms if a 
bilateral body paid a supplementary sum equal to 20% of the benefit or, alternatively, 
offered 120 hours of vocational training (Varesi, 2011: 69). According to the 2010 intercon-
federal agreement, bilateral dispositions cover all crafts businesses (whether or not they 
belong to signatory employers’ associations), apart from the construction and automotive 
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transport sectors, which have separate systems. The crafts industry system requires an 
employer contribution of €125 per employee per year, which can be divided into 12 parts 
(€10.42 each), reduced to €5.21 for part-time employees working up to 20 hours per week. 
Employers who do not join the bodies must pay an extra amount to their full-time employ-
ees (€25 pre-tax, for 13 monthly payments). This confirms that the provisions by bilateral 
bodies complete welfare clauses of collective agreements, but it also highlights that they 
are considered as employees’ rights. In 2010 the Ministry of Labour specified that member-
ship in the bodies is not mandatory, but workers of both signatories and non-signatories of 
the collective agreement establishing a body should enjoy the same conditions (Tiraboschi, 
2012: 426). Hence, in the case an agreement defines a benefit provided by the bodies as a 
contractual right, employers should either join the bilateral body, pay a sum according to 
the terms of the agreement, or supply an equivalent benefit.

Bilateral bodies spread quickly at regional level, particularly for vocational training 
(Napoli, 2003: 239). In late 1995, in the Emilia-Romagna region they were 66, with 
financial resources of approximately €115m (Perulli and Catino, 1997: 228). Apart from 
yearly dues mostly paid by firms according to the number of employees, the bodies also 
control other resources (union dues, unemployment and training funding, vacation 
wages). Therefore, they are financially independent and entitled to tax incentives and 
contribution relief (Tiraboschi, 2013). These sums are channelled into the bilateral funds, 
whose management is the bodies’ primary responsibility. The bodies are also well 
informed about the local economic situation and can play a very effective role in job 
placement (Perulli and Catino, 1997: 236). As preconditions, the bodies must be finan-
cially sound and with a solid organisation (according to decree laws 469/1997 and 
276/2003), and must be authorised by the Ministry of Labour or by the regional authori-
ties. The placement activity has not been intense so far, because social partner organisa-
tions have different views about it and local agreements can vary a lot. Until 2011 
bilateral bodies did not even address the question of labour demand/offer (Varesi, 2011: 
96). A 2016 interconfederal agreement between the social partners stated the need for a 
reorganisational process aimed at cutting bureaucratic costs and strengthening the EBNA 
control over the regional bodies’ balance sheets (Razetti and Tomatis, 2017: 124).

Bilateral bodies are present in several sectors (food, metalworking, banking and 
insurance, aviation, wood and furniture, construction, graphics, textiles and shoemaking, 
agriculture, railways, leather production, fisheries, paper, electricity and public transport, 
private security and personal services, cleaning, audiovisual activities, the HORECA 
sector [food and catering] and, of course, crafts). A governmental register keeps track of 
all the bodies. Beyond the sheer number of affiliates to signatory parties, they deal with 
collective interests. For this reason, legal norms have been enacted to support the bodies 
and funds, e.g. in the construction and crafts sector, regarding vocational training and the 
fight against undeclared work (Leonardi, 2004: 450).

The bodies may have an internal structure, with ordinary and extraordinary general 
meetings, a board of directors or management, and an audit committee (Tiraboschi, 
2012: 445). The term of office is generally three years and renewable. The basic principle 
is joint representation: the chairperson is normally appointed by the employers’ associa-
tion, while the deputy is appointed by the unions, with a possible rotation. Usually, una-
nimity prevails in internal decision-making, to stress their problem-solving attitude (De 
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Lucia and Ciuffini, 2004). They can be of several types (e.g. labour market observatories, 
equal opportunities committees, bilateral bodies with autonomous juridical personality 
or without formal recognition).

In the construction sector, a 1959 act obliged businesses to pay vacation and public 
holiday wages, including Christmas benefits, into the casse edili (Bavaro, 2011: 43). 
Since 1996, the casse edili have also verified the fiscal conformity of construction com-
panies by issuing a specific document, called DURC (documento unico di regolarità 
contributiva), the single declaration of fiscal conformity. This obligation was extended to 
the bodies of other sectors in 2007, as part of a state-required monitoring activity to fight 
tax evasion and undeclared work. Generally, payments to the bodies are due according to 
the collective agreements, which indicate the services offered.

The bilateral bodies by sector

Focusing on specific sectors, in the construction sector bilateral cooperation has helped 
to implement legal norms and avoid social dumping. The casse edili still offer training 
and schooling activities, prevention and safety initiatives, and supplementary social 
security. All bodies should use the same basic balance sheets and respect similar rules, in 
order to ensure uniformity and transparency (Cimaglia and Aurilio, 2011). More recently, 
the economic crisis has encouraged merging processes among the casse edili (Razetti 
and Tomatis, 2017: 124).

In agriculture, bilateral bodies were rare until the end of the 1980s, mainly because 
the existing statutory national unemployment subsidy for agriculture was deemed suffi-
cient. Currently, the system remains unstable and different conditions apply for blue- and 
white-collars. Bipartite bodies are mostly widespread among agricultural workers and 
flower growers, helping in case of accident, sickness, for vocational training and labour 
market monitoring (through joint observatories). There are also bodies for cooperatives 
and several funds for supplementary health provisions. Food and maritime fishing indus-
tries also have bilateral bodies. Their development has been conditioned by the evolution 
of sectoral bargaining, but in the late 1980s there was a renewed interest in agriculture 
for labour market analysis and employment promotion, particularly among the weakest 
labour force (women and immigrants). During the 1990s and the 2000s collective agree-
ments gradually improved the bilateral system. After the 2010 agreement there were two 
main reference bodies: the national agricultural bilateral body (called EBAN, Ente bilat-
erale nazionale per l’agricoltura) and the extra legem (informal) provincial social secu-
rity funds, occasionally substituted by territorial structures. The funding of the EBAN is 
a contribution by employers of €51.65 per year for each full-time worker and of €0.34 a 
day for each temporary worker. The funds should guarantee 80% of the minimum daily 
wages. Non-member employers must pay a further sum of €13 per month to employees; 
provincial agreements can supplement this sum according to local needs. Therefore, 
bipartite bodies’ provisions are considered as guaranteed rights of employees, but 
remarkable differences persist among regions and provinces.

In the tertiary sector, bilateral bodies first appeared in the early 1990s. This macro-
sector includes commerce, tourism and services. Two funds for supplementary pensions 
and permanent training were established by law. By collective agreement, there are about 
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100 territorial bilateral bodies, a national body for the tertiary sector (the EBINTER, 
Ente bilaterale nazionale terziario), a supplementary health fund, a national health assis-
tance body for white-collar cadres and a training institute. In 1999 the contribution by 
employers was declared compulsory (or to be substituted by an extra 0.10% of wages 
offered to each employee). In 2008, payment to the health fund was declared compulsory 
also for employers not applying the collective agreement. Since 2009, a joint committee 
for transparency has to check all the financial documents, and the EBINTER must 
receive the balance sheets of the territorial bodies.

In banking and insurance, a bilateral system was necessary after the big liberalisation 
wave in the 1990s (which brought many redundancies), since the sector had no social 
shock absorbers. A fund for supplementary health assistance was established in 1992. In 
1998 a fund for income and employment support was opened at the INPS (Istituto nazi-
onale per la previdenza sociale, the national social security institute), with a body for 
vocational and permanent training. The income support is directed towards dismissed 
employees looking for outplacement or requalification, and intervenes also in case of 
working time cuts. Contributions to the fund vary, but are mostly paid by employers. 
Sectoral changes are researched and monitored by a joint national observatory and a 
national committee for equal opportunities.

The bilateral funds

Initially, these funds were conceived as substitutes for the most important social shock 
absorber, the CIG (cassa integrazione guadagni, the wage guarantee fund), which oper-
ates mainly in medium-to-large industrial firms. Small firms had to develop alternative 
forms of income support for critical times. Currently, these include financial assistance 
to employees in case of sickness or accidents. Firms may receive financial support in 
case of damages or to cover some costs, e.g. for training courses and initiatives on health 
and safety at work. Trade union representation is also supported locally.

Generally, interprofessional training funds are set according to macro-sectors (industry, 
tertiary, crafts, agriculture) regulated by interconfederal collective bargaining, with a 
regional or territorial structure, and are financed by employers with a contribution of 0.30% 
of the wages per worker, originally fixed by Act 845/1978 and subsequently revised (Bavaro, 
2011: 49). According to the INAPP (2017: 99) the INPS has transferred about €460m per 
year to the interprofessional funds since 2004. Most resources were used to co-finance train-
ing measures with the European Social Fund through the regional public administrations. 
Moreover, the 2009 pact between the government and the regional authorities for the reor-
ganisation of the CIG enabled the use of EU funds to support workers’ income and training 
programmes in companies hit by recession (Pedersini and Regini, 2013).

Act 388/2000 promoted the constitution of interprofessional training funds by the 
social partners’ organisations, to manage the training contributions given by firms. If 
employers choose to join the intersectoral funds, they must ask the INPS to transfer the 
0.3% levy to the chosen fund. At any time, employers can join one of the authorised 
funds and also support another one with 70% of the sums paid in the last three years, 
minus the money already used for their training plans (devised at firm, territorial, secto-
ral level or even individually, especially in times of crisis).
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The funds are established by the most representative social partners’ organisations 
through an interconfederal agreement defining the purposes and the statutes, and are 
authorised by the Ministry of Labour. Then, the INPS makes the due transfers to them 
(Varesi, 2011: 78). Their management is bipartite; specific committees evaluate the train-
ing projects, usually submitted by the local branches of trade unions and employers’ 
organisations. Those approved are financed according to the fund board’s decisions; the 
Ministry of Labour controls the management and can suspend their activity in case of 
misconduct. The ministry also runs an observatory on permanent training to monitor the 
funds’ initiatives and to verify labour policies.

In the case of pensions, supplementary funds (which integrate the pensions pro-
vided by the INPS) are regulated by collective bargaining, and workers may choose 
to join or not. Since a percentage of employers’ contributions to the bipartite bodies 
goes to the funds, this value can change among the sectors. Consequently, financial 
interventions by the bodies may differ, depending on the national collective contracts 
and their clauses (Leonardi, 2004: 454). The funds have either regional branches, 
through the bodies active at territorial level, or are managed by national delegates. 
Generally, membership is higher in northern regions, particularly in the construction 
sector and in crafts.

Following the 2009 interconfederal framework agreement, several sectoral contracts 
have included the establishment of bilateral funds. In the metalworking sector, an income 
support fund for working time cuts or sectoral difficulties started in 2012, with voluntary 
subscriptions by the employees (€1 per month since January 2012) and financing by the 
employers (€2 per month per worker since January 2011).2 In the crafts sector, the income 
support function was originally stated by law in 1993 and 1996 for firms not covered by 
the CIG and in case of restructuring.3 The decree law 276/2003 and the Act 2/2009 rec-
ognised the right to income support for temporary workers, in firms applying the related 
collective agreement and paying the contributions.

Social partners can sign agreements with the regional and provincial authorities deal-
ing with training and labour market issues. The state funding of training activities derives 
from Act 236/1993, affirming that the Ministry of Labour and the local authorities can 
contribute to the financing of permanent training activities. These resources are divided 
among the regions, which organise public procurements for their attribution, and can 
also be given to the above-mentioned interprofessional funds. This is justified by argu-
ments related to ‘horizontal subsidiarity’ and to the ‘public interest functions’ of the 
social partners, though state intervention casts doubts on the autonomy of funds (and of 
bilateral bodies). Instead, the bilateral funds established by law, i.e. Act 30/2003 and the 
following decree law 276/2003, are financed compulsorily by temporary work agencies. 
They must promote professional qualification courses and social security provisions for 
temporary workers, plus income support and placement for disadvantaged workers, with 
the purpose of avoiding undeclared work. The financing is a contribution by employers 
of 4% of workers’ pay. These funds must be established by signatory social partner 
organisations of the national collective agreement for temporary work. In 2015, there 
were over 400 bilateral funds (Pavolini et al., 2016). In 2016, 21 interprofessional funds 
(three of them were closed after inspection by the Ministry of Labour) covered 911,286 
firms and about 10,300,000 employees (INAPP, 2017).
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The relationships (often rather unstable) with the regional authorities, and – above all 
– the contrast between the ‘private’ nature of the funds, as established through collective
bargaining, and the ‘public’ use of the employers’ contributions, are considerably prob-
lematic. In 2005 the Constitutional Court identified the 0.30% contributions as ‘security 
provisions’, referring to previously existing rules (i.e. the 1978 Act and its amendments). 
Labour law experts also tend to share this position since it places funds under ministerial 
surveillance. Between 2008 and 2010, legal norms were adopted to foster cooperation 
between the state and the regional authorities to fight the crisis and support income, with 
the involvement of bilateral structures. However, expanding the functions of bilateral 
funds entails increasing the contributions – and not all employers may agree, highlight-
ing the issue of financial management.

Martinengo (2006: 250) reported the publication of the financial plan of the craft sec-
tor’s bilateral fund (Fondartigianato), for the years 2004/2005, as approved by the 
Ministry of Labour, on the website www.fondartigianato.it. Out of a total expenditure of 
€14,138,910 for vocational training (the fund’s main activity), only €3,538,910 was to 
the benefit of the workers involved. Apparently, most expenses covered organisational 
costs, which are often disproportionately high in comparison to the amount of member-
ship fees (Sandulli et al., 2015). However, each fund is supposed to place its resources 
into separately managed accounts, one for the running of the fund itself and one for the 
financing of projects. Another vocational training fund in the tertiary sector, For.Te 
(Fondo paritetico per la formazione continua nel settore terziario), reported training 
funds for an amount of €19m, plus €3m for individual training plans. However, financial 
entries amounted to more than €40m for the two years. These data suggest a more cau-
tious approach to the activity of the funds and the devolution of public resources to them. 
Efficient financial management, qualified personnel and good coordination among bod-
ies and funds are necessary to hold them accountable for collective purposes (De Santis, 
2011; Razetti and Tomatis, 2017).

A comparative view

Considering other national experiences of bilateralism can be useful to check analogies 
and differences, also in relation to recent developments related to the crisis. According to 
Tiraboschi (2013: 114), Italian bilateralism possesses some specific traits concerning 
legal provisions and social partners’ involvement. For example, it differs from the 
German co-management of firms and also from the Ghent system, where the unions are 
officially recognised in their welfare-managing function, because the Italian bodies’ 
functions lie mainly in collective bargaining. Italian bilateralism is also different from 
the French paritarisme, which consists of the social partners’ inclusion in the boards of 
the social security funds (caisses). In fact, paritarisme originates from state intervention, 
in order to allow the social partners to take part in the economic and social life within an 
institutional framework. There is a distinction between ‘pure bilateralism’ (as self-regu-
lation of the social partners for training, supplementary pensions and unemployment 
insurances) and ‘joint administration’ of public social security, regulated by law and 
influenced by governmental representatives. The paritarisme system is found also in 
training through regional funds, created in 1983 and recognised by the state. They collect 

9

www.fondartigianato.it


10 Economic and Industrial Democracy 00(0)

contributions from the businesses and finance training courses for employees, with a 
national joint coordination committee. The OPCAs (organismes paritaires collecteurs 
agréés) are the bilateral structures authorised by the state to obtain and manage the 
employers’ contributions for vocational training at sectoral level. The great number of 
national contracts and the territorial heterogeneity hinder the consolidation of the sys-
tem. A 2014 law and a subsequent 2015 decree established a new fund to support bipar-
tite initiatives in public policy (Aumayr-Pintar, 2015). Another expression of paritarisme 
is offered by the conseils de prud’hommes, which deliberate on individual labour con-
flicts (Davidsson and Emmenegger, 2013). In the construction sector, joint experiences 
are also found in the Netherlands, Great Britain, Ireland, Germany, Spain and Austria, 
besides France (Valcavi, 2011: 333–337). In Spain, social partners are involved in health, 
safety and social policy forums, though with a mainly consultative role (Martínez-Lucio, 
1998; Schaapman and Van het Kaar, 2007: 20).

Alacevich (2004: 101–102) argues that social partners’ participation in labour policy 
comes about not only through national historical developments and traditions, but also 
because of the European Employment Strategy. This may lead either to more centralised 
arrangements (like in Ireland, France and Portugal) or to stricter bilateral solutions 
(Austria, Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, the Netherlands and Sweden), with 
variations in specific circumstances.

According to De Lucia and Ciuffini (2004: 137), Italian bipartite bodies represent the 
only European model of autonomous intervention providing income support. However, 
Gerstenberger (2009) reports two similar experiences. The first is that of the Swedish 
Council for Redundancy Support and Advice (the TRR, Trygghetsrådet). This is one of 
the 14 employment security councils involved in the outplacement of employees who 
lost their jobs because of restructuring. A key success factor of the councils is their joint 
management by trade unions and employers’ organisations, with a high level of auton-
omy from governmental intervention. The councils are financed by the member firms of 
the Confederation of Swedish Enterprises through a levy of 0.3% on payroll expenditure, 
while non-members pay 0.7% if they want to be affiliated. The support offered by the 
councils, in addition to state services, is both dedicated to firms (advice and assistance) 
and to employees (outplacement, training grants, supplementary redundancy pay). The 
second example is that of Belgian firm-level reconversion units, which also help redun-
dant workers to find new jobs, but are actually tripartite. The public employment service 
runs them with the social partners and the financing is normally given by regional gov-
ernments, sometimes with a contribution from the firms involved and from European 
Union funds.

In times of crisis, social partners participate increasingly in the management of 
unemployment benefits and/or pension systems (Broughton, 2013). There are four 
governance models which depend on country-specific historical traditions of sharing 
public space, and on the consequent degree of social partner influence on policy out-
comes (Ebbinghaus, 2010). These models can be found even in the same country in 
different policy areas and time periods. They are institutionalised concertation (by the 
state with the social partners), voluntary social concertation (tripartite), delegated self-
administration (to an independent agency, more or less centralised, bipartite or tripar-
tite, with or without minority veto, and with/without representatives of the social 
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partners) and finally autonomous self-regulation (with a voluntary agreement between 
the social partners, without state interference). As also remarked by Broughton (2013: 
233), unemployment benefit systems differ according to the history and culture of 
industrial relations, the nature of social dialogue and tripartism, and the role of the 
state. Moreover, the formal involvement of the social partners does not always corre-
spond to effective participation.

Austria and Finland show a consolidated tripartite cooperation, while Belgium, the 
Netherlands and France are more bipartite-oriented (Schaapman and Van het Kaar, 
2007).4 In the Ghent system trade unions run government-subsidised unemployment 
insurance funds (in Denmark, Finland, Sweden and partly Belgium, where the govern-
ment also plays a role in benefits distribution), and workers usually need to be union 
members to obtain assistance. In the Nordic countries, Belgium and the Netherlands, 
social partners also participate in rule-making and legislation (Schaapman and Van het 
Kaar, 2007: 12–14). Regarding the unemployment benefit regimes, the influence of 
social partners remains strong in Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Germany, Italy and 
Luxembourg, sometimes – as in Germany – through tripartite structures. However, there 
are frequent differences concerning the funding sources, by the social partners, the state 
or through taxation (Regalia and Gasparri, 2012).

Turning to the participation in the boards of pension funds and social security, in 
France and Sweden social partners are involved in occupational pension schemes, sup-
plementing state provisions. Occupational schemes can be set by collective agreement or 
by individual employers, and can be self-managed by the social partners, as in Denmark, 
France, Germany, the Netherlands and Norway. They can be either sectoral or cross-
sectoral (Duchemin and Weber, 2013: 10). In Norway, a reform of occupational schemes 
for early retirement was implemented by social partners via cross-sectoral collective 
bargaining (Duchemin and Weber, 2013: 27). In France and Italy social partners are also 
involved in savings schemes contributing to pension funds. A good level of competence 
is needed for the success of such participation (Broughton, 2013: 243). In perspective, 
due to both the financial crisis and demographic trends, the increasing privatisation of 
public welfare benefits will probably demand further regulation and the definition of an 
effective strategy by social partners, in order to keep an influence on decision-making. 
This will acquire even more importance since supplementary pension schemes often 
involve investments in the financial markets, with a certain degree of risk (Ebbinghaus 
and Wiß, 2011). In the countries of the Ghent system, the unions’ involvement in unem-
ployment insurance funds, in cooperation and with the supervision of national control 
boards, already requires a properly trained staff and organisational resources.5 While in 
Belgium, Finland and Denmark this determines the presence of social partners in special-
ised councils and committees, in Sweden a service agency for the management and coor-
dination of funds (the SO, Arbetslösetskassornas Samarbetsorganisation, unemployment 
insurance union) was established (Regalia and Gasparri, 2012: 44).

Bilateralism in European countries can be autonomous or absorbed into tripartite or 
state-regulated arrangements (Valcavi, 2011). Consequently, it is not easy to find analo-
gies among the national systems. However, the mitigating effects of bilateralism on the 
impact of the crisis has been duly acknowledged, e.g. in Germany and Spain, with a good 
potential for the future (Sandulli et al., 2015: 303, 319–320).
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An assessment

After the labour market reform implemented through Act 30/2003, an enhanced role was 
defined for bilateral bodies in Italy. Settling their functions by law made some labour law 
experts argue that a formal definition of bilateral bodies was incompatible with their 
negotiated origin; others have maintained that the reform established an ‘official’ and 
rigid role of the bodies (Mariucci, 2003). An alternative view stressed that the bodies had 
already performed public functions before 2003, with a close connection between the 
political and administrative system and the member associations (especially the unions) 
(Reginelli, 2006; Vallebona, 2006). A related issue regards the relationships within bipar-
tite bodies, since trade unions and employers’ associations already offer a good number 
of services to their members. A cooperation or partnership between bodies and associa-
tions could be useful, though – up to now – fund management has remained within the 
bodies, without a real overlap of functions. By financing the organisational structure of 
the bodies, the funds are a resource for representative organisations. Since the bodies are 
non-profit, financial information should be made public. They are supposed to engage in 
activities concerning the collective interest, therefore they should be more transparent 
about their finances (particularly when these are transferred by public institutions).

In order to define a possible typology of bilateral bodies and funds, four basic factors 
should be considered. The first is the range of functions they perform: this seems to be a 
crucial element according to experts and to the existing literature, including the above-
mentioned Perulli and Sabel’s proposal. The second point regards the sectors of activity: 
up to now bilateral bodies have been typically working in specific sectors, but – should 
they expand further – their role in welfare provision could be consolidated. The third 
variable is territorial coverage. Their national, regional or provincial establishment is 
strategic for benefit provision. The fourth element (only for the funds) is the contractual 
or law-related origin. This could influence their action (Liso, 2013).

The evolution of the bodies is difficult to foresee. Given their unbalanced develop-
ment among sectors and regions, their activity is not always easy, even with supporting 
laws, and the level of fragmentation is high (Razetti and Tomatis, 2017: 121). Act 
30/2003 has given clearer rules regarding subscription and payment of contributions. 
More recently, agreements have been signed by social partners in the craft sector and in 
banking to set up bilateral solidarity funds and provide income support when necessary 
(Rustico, 2014). In the craft sector, a fund called FSBA (Fondo di solidarietà bilaterale 
per l’artigianato, bilateral solidarity fund for crafts) should cover all workers in busi-
nesses regulated by sectoral agreements, including those with up to 15 employees. 
However, it only started in 2016 and, though similar funds had to be established also in 
other sectors by Act 92/2012, implementation has been partial up to now. Solidarity 
funds should pay 20% of the unemployment subsidy, while the Ministries of Labour and 
of Economy should complete the payment (Razetti, 2015). A system of these funds 
should be built to protect workers in sectors not covered by the CIG and subject to work-
ing time cuts. With the agreement of the most nationally representative social partners’ 
organisations, solidarity funds should be established by decree of the Minister of Labour, 
in agreement with the Minister of Economy, and managed by the INPS for income sup-
port and professional training purposes. Act 92/2012 also included the co-financing of 
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such initiatives by other national funds and/or EU structural funds, with a reorganisation 
of previously existing bilateral and interprofessional funds. This was an attempt to insti-
tutionalise the funds for workers’ protection, adding ministerial representatives to the 
management boards. Precise requirements were defined for fund management, auditing 
and accountability (e.g. the incompatibility of trade union functions with management 
roles and the ban on payments or reimbursements for fund administrators). The decree 
law 148/2015 lowered the threshold for the establishment of funds (they now have to 
cover firms with more than five employees), while crafts and temporary work agencies 
were allowed to keep their specific funds.

The visibility of bilateralism has increased since the social pacts of 1992 and 1993, 
whose clauses were taken into consideration in the most important following agreements 
and labour laws (Vv Aa, 2012: 252). This institutional attention makes the ‘spontaneous 
and negotiated’ origin of bilateral bodies less plausible than is usually proclaimed. 
Moreover, the focus on bilateral bodies is motivated by the coordination problems of 
Italian policy-making. Territorial bargaining may be variously effective, but since 
national policy regulation is weak, the emphasis is on local experiences. In labour policy 
particularly, while social shock absorbers are dealt with at the national level, active 
labour policy and vocational training are monitored at the regional and sub-regional 
levels, with uneven policy implementation. Interaction and the adoption of common 
practices and rules – especially concerning funding – are still problematic, because of 
both the heterogeneity of local demands and the simultaneous presence of several bilat-
eral bodies in the same areas, due to the number of collective agreements signed by the 
various employers’ organisations (Bellardi, 2011). Given the basic importance of collec-
tive bargaining for the development of bilateral arrangements, the actual coverage should 
be considered with more attention, since decentralised bargaining mostly regards large 
firms, rather than SMEs. To prevent the weakening of national bargaining and of the 
social partners’ role, it would be important to involve SMEs and cooperatives further 
and avoid the duplication of costs for firms (Bellardi, 2014).

Overall, bipartite bodies and funds can be considered as special elements of Italian 
industrial relations. At the same time, in spite of official and legislative attempts to insti-
tutionalise their action, they can only perform a complementary role in welfare provi-
sion, due to their uneven territorial and sectoral coverage.

Conclusions

According to the European Foundation (2012), at various levels and with national differ-
ences, social partners have undoubtedly been involved in decision-making and imple-
mentation of anti-crisis measures, either by agreements or through collective bargaining. 
Social dialogue, partnership and strategic collaboration between social partners’ organi-
sations and the governments are crucial for policy effectiveness and transformation pro-
cesses (Torres, 2013: 172). Up to the May 2013 agreement on representativeness, signed 
by Confindustria and the main trade union confederations, there was no direct and gen-
eral effect of collective agreements in Italy. This left some uncertainty about the availa-
bility of the bilateral bodies’ services to the employees of non-signatory employers. In 
addition, Act 30/2003 and the subsequent decree law 276/2003 only referred to 
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‘comparatively most representative’ associations as signatory parties. In theory, after the 
2011 and the 2013 agreements and the following 2014 consolidated act on representa-
tiveness, this problem should be solved, but the erga omnes extension is not automatic 
and the implementation of the rules on representativeness is still lacking (D’Amuri and 
Nizzi, 2017; Leonardi et al., 2018). At the same time, the involvement of bilateral bodies 
in welfare supply could be in line with the outsourcing of such functions from the state 
to ‘private’ actors (both employers’ associations and trade unions are voluntary organisa-
tions regulated by private law in Italy). Their role as ‘private interest governments’ is 
however disputed, since the attempt to give them public functions differs from previous 
experiences of local neocorporatism in Italy, where public policy delegation was absent 
(Perulli and Catino, 1997: 240). Moreover, Streeck and Schmitter (1985) warned that 
private interest governments can occur only in selected sectors, industries and policy 
areas. The traditional role of trade unions in collective bargaining may not necessarily be 
undermined (Napoli, 2005). Rather, an increase in the functions of bilateral bodies would 
require a stronger organisational ability and a managerial approach within the social 
partners’ organisations and the bodies, to play a more strategic role (Nogler, 2014a: 19).

After Act 30/2003 the debate on the bodies weakened in the following years, probably 
because differences among the various types of bilateral bodies hindered big changes 
(Martinengo, 2006). Nevertheless, the tension between the prerogatives of social part-
ners’ organisations and the role of bilateral bodies could be overcome also as a conse-
quence of the 2013 agreement, the 2014 consolidated act, and the 2016 interconfederal 
agreement. Accordingly, bargaining partners must enjoy a representativeness of at least 
5% of workers in their sector. This value should be the average between the percentage 
of certified union membership subscriptions and the percentage of votes received at the 
election of firm-level representative trade union bodies, the RSU (Rappresentanze sinda-
cali unitarie). A national collective agreement is valid if approved by trade unions repre-
senting at least 50%+1 of the relevant workforce, which should be previously consulted. 
This solution should clarify also the representativeness of bilateral bodies in each sector. 
However, implementation is not binding for non-signatory organisations, and the miss-
ing application of the rules on representativeness implies legitimacy problems (Leonardi 
et al., 2018). This regards especially SMEs and the sectors where bilateral bodies are 
most widespread, whose employers’ organisations did not sign the 2013 agreement 
(Pelos, 2013). Moreover, enrolment in the bodies has become necessary in some cases, 
like the construction sector, where employers have to join the casse edili to get the tax 
assessment – the DURC – required for public procurement (Cester, 2003: 213). And sup-
port measures for workers are possible if employers pay their dues to the bodies, making 
them less and less ‘voluntary’ (Scarponi, 2003). Even if they are established bilaterally 
according to private law, their provisions are necessary and hardly optional in critical 
times. The implementation of Act 92/2012 should help to improve the financial manage-
ment and solve potential conflicts of interest.

However, it is also too soon to evaluate the effects of Act 92 and decree law 148. On 
the former, law experts have favourably judged the requirements concerning the obliga-
tion to keep fund accounts in order, but underlined the persisting sectoral fragmentation 
of income support, since the CIG has not been extended (Faioli, 2015; Giubboni, 2014). 
Furthermore, the public interest role attributed to the funds has been criticised, because 
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of the continuing diversity between them and at territorial level (Cascino et al., 2016; 
Liso, 2013). Particularly in the case of pensions, diverging conditions mean that funds 
can only partly work alongside public welfare (Cascino et al., 2016; Giubboni, 2014). 
Possible disputes between the initiatives of the social partners and the competences of 
public authorities in policies and/or jurisdiction should be avoided (Johnston et al., 2011: 
360). Following Trampusch (2007a), the risks of inequality and disadvantages among 
sectors could be corrected by controlling the bodies’ and funds’ activities and checking 
achievements and possible interdependencies, with close attention to financial sustaina-
bility (Pavolini et al., 2016: 61). Their activities should be better connected with national 
public policies. Moreover, the bodies’ initiatives are more developed and incisive in 
areas where employers’ associations or groups of businesses cooperate for these pur-
poses. Especially in southern Italy, this happens far more rarely and there is the risk of 
widening regional discrepancies, given the redistributive importance of occupational 
welfare (Natali and Pavolini, 2017; Nogler, 2014a: 15). A systematic data collection on 
the activities and services provided by the bodies is still not available (Razetti and 
Tomatis, 2017: 125). External monitoring of the bodies and especially the funds should 
be more open to public scrutiny; the financial transfers from the INPS should be dis-
closed, preventing fragmentation and misuse of resources, and enhancing accountability 
(Sandulli et al., 2015: 255).

The ILO and the World Bank (2012: 45) suggested that social dialogue should be 
encouraged by governments to build trust and consensus on recovery policies and shock 
adjustments, also through an increase in collective bargaining coordination. The bilateral 
approach is related to a collaborative industrial relations model, bound to promote terri-
torial development and regular employment (Tiraboschi, 2013). According to Pavolini 
et al. (2016: 52), in times of sovereign debt crisis and social spending cuts, bilateralism 
and occupational welfare are pushed as possible ‘exit strategies’. They can be examples 
of negotiated responses to the economic crisis and its uncertainties (Glassner et al., 2011: 
305). By reducing the level of conflict and promoting social cohesion, bilateral provi-
sions protect remuneration and social security, and can also be useful to implement the 
terms negotiated by collective bargaining (Tiraboschi, 2013). At the same time, in agree-
ments signed at all levels, welfare issues are becoming more and more important (Regalia 
and Regini, 2018: 76). It remains to be seen whether the bilateral bodies will grow and 
be able to play a more incisive role in the near future.
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Notes

1. In Italy, exemptions from sectoral agreements are possible following both Act 148/2011,
which stated that decentralised ‘proximity agreements’ can disregard collective agreements
and legislative provisions, and the interconfederal agreement on productivity (November
2012), which promoted ‘full autonomy’ for second-level agreements on topics like work-
ing time, work organisation, competitiveness and workers’ participation (Pedersini, 2012;
Pedersini and Regini, 2013). In May 2018, the decentralised agreements deposited at the
Ministry of Labour numbered 32,542 (www.lavoro.gov.it).

2. Some cases of firm-level bilateral welfare agreements (e.g. in Luxottica, the eye-glasses firm) 
were also inspired by the same approach (Vv Aa, 2012).

3. A related case has been the telecommunications sector, where in 2000 the CIG was used
for mobility procedures linked to the downsizing of the incumbent firm Telecom Italia
(Kornelakis, 2016).

4. In the Netherlands, the most famous bipartite institution is probably the Foundation of Labour 
(Stichting van de Arbeid). Trampusch (2007a: 213) also mentions the sectoral funds (CAO-
fondsen), established by collective bargaining and financed by employers and employees to
provide several welfare benefits (e.g. child care, early retirement, training).

5. In Belgium, the unions receive an administration fee from the state for this function and man-
age the social security system with the employers (Reman, 2013; Vilrokx and Van Leemput,
1998: 332). Sectoral vocational training is also run in a bipartite way.
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