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Abstract

Despite earlier pessimistic assessments of social dialogue performance in Central-Eastern Europe (CEE), the 2008-2010 downturn brought an increase in tripartite activity in most new EU member states. This paper seeks to account for this development by analysing the drivers and the outcomes of anti-crisis social dialogue in Poland and Bulgaria. It argues that the two countries’ governments staged tripartite negotiations in hard times to maximise their popularity and, indirectly, electoral gain, by demonstrating their adherence to the consensual mode of policy-making. However, such ‘PR corporatism’ failed to permanently improve the quality of social dialogue in the examined states.
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Introduction 


	The proliferation of social pacts in Europe since the 1980s has led to renewed scholarly interest in tripartite concertation. The bulk of research on the issue has focused on West European experiences, and not without reason: with the exception of Slovenia, CEE countries have had poor social dialogue record. Despite the early creation of tripartite bodies, most transitional reforms were implemented unilaterally by the government. As a result, corporatism in new EU member states has for long remained ‘more a possibility than a reality’ (Cambáliková, 1996, cited in Heinisch, 1999: 84).
 Against this background, the 2008-2010 downturn brought an increase in tripartite activity in CEE. In several countries anti-crisis programmes were discussed with social partners, which led early observers to announce ‘the revival of social dialogue’ in the region (Czarzasty, 2009; Héthy, 2009). This development, puzzling in light of earlier negative experiences, raises two questions. First, why did CEE governments involve social partners in the elaboration of anti-crisis packages? Second, do compromises reached during the downturn signify a growing importance of social dialogue in the postcommunist region? 
	In a bid to answer these queries, this paper examines the drivers and outcomes of crisis-related social dialogue in Poland and Bulgaria. The two countries experienced the downturn in different ways due to their divergent modes of integration into the European/ global economy (Myant and Drahokoupil, 2012). For Bulgaria, which had become heavily dependent on financial inflows, the crisis was synonymous to the decrease in construction investment, internal debt spiral, and a growing current account deficit, while Poland, integrated through trade and manufacturing FDI, suffered from declining export opportunities. The differences in economic integration channels and crisis trajectories notwithstanding, the two countries developed a similar, tripartite response to crisis.
	I argue that the recent increase in tripartite activity in Poland and Bulgaria was the result of i) the uncertainty regarding the magnitude of the downturn and ii) the instability of the two countries’ party systems. Faced with the worsening economic situation on one hand, and with extreme voter volatility and/or the presence of opposition parties espousing social principles on the other, the two centre-right governments staged tripartite negotiations to persuade public opinion that they actively searched for anti-crisis remedies, and that their policies originated from a wider societal compromise. Such ‘PR corporatism’ boosted the governing parties’ popularity, but failed to permanently improve the quality of social dialogue. Consequently, once anti-crisis packages ceased to make headlines, politicians continued neglecting tripartite negotiations, and did not even adhere to the previously agreed provisions. 
	The paper is based on social partners’ and government documents, press reports, and seventeen interviews with experts and social dialogue participants. It is structured as follows. Section one briefly presents the literature on CEE tripartism. Sections two and three document Poland and Bulgaria’s recent social dialogue experiences, while section four accounts for the bargaining outcomes. Brief conclusions follow. 


1. CEE corporatism: a contradiction in terms?

Judged against West European benchmarks, the achievements of CEE tripartism seem modest. According to Orenstein and Hale (2001), however, social dialogue in the newly democratised CEE countries fulfilled the task for which it had been constituted: by involving union and business representatives in the policy-making process, it ensured social peace and made it possible to establish ‘a new capitalist order with a minimum social unrest’ (Iankova and Turner, 2004: 85). Tripartite bodies took up at least some transformation-related social issues for discussion; they also lent legitimacy to social partners and provided rules governing the relations between the organised interests and the state (Iankova, 2000).
Other authors, however, point to serious problems besetting CEE corporatism. Twenty years after their establishment, the balance of power within CEE tripartite bodies remains unequal. Governments tend to dominate tripartite discussions and even though they are legally obliged to consult social partners, they do not take their opinions into account (Heinisch, 1999). CEE political elites’ reluctance to share decision-making powers with societal actors is partially the legacy of the transition period, during which major economic reforms were implemented in insulation from popular pressures, often under strict EU and IMF conditionality (Greskovits, 1998; Ost, 2001). Social partners in CEE have been unable to counter the government’s unilateralism due to their own weakness. In the early 1990s, some organisations were created from scratch, while others struggled to redefine their role in the new socioeconomic setting, which often led to their fragmentation and/or politicisation (Avdagic, 2003). Recent studies paint a more balanced picture; Bohle and Greskovits (2010) argue that social dialogue allowed CEE labour to make its voice heard despite its structural weakness, while Gardawski and Meardi (2010) claim that even failed ‘pacting’ attempts gave social partners an opportunity to exchange views and fostered social learning. Still, the authors concede that social dialogue in Poland has been ‘mostly a story of failures’ (ibidem: 388). Bohle and Greskovits (2010) essentially repeat this pessimistic conclusion in relation to the Hungarian and Slovak experiences. 
All in all, the literature focuses predominantly on the limitations of CEE tripartism, and does not address the question of under what conditions CEE governments might be willing to include social partners in the policy-making process. In this respect, Poland and Bulgaria’s turn to tripartism in 2009-2010 is particularly noteworthy. The next two sections present the outcomes of crisis-related social dialogue in the two countries and their post-2010 experiences in this regard. 


2. Poland’s anti-crisis law 

	Notwithstanding the ethos of Solidarność and the Round Table talks, reforms in post-1989 Poland were initially not consulted with the society. It was only after the strike wave of 1992 that the so-called Pact of the Transformation of State Enterprise, regulating social issues related to privatisation, was concluded. 1994 saw the creation of the Tripartite Commission on Socioeconomic Issues (see Table 1 below for membership composition), but throughout most of the 1990s, its role was negligible due to inter-union rivalry and employer associations’ weakness. A 2003 attempt at concluding a social pact, undertaken by centre-left Economy Minister Hausner, proved equally unsuccessful. Consequently, Poland tends to be considered a ‘tripartite laggard’, a country where tripartite agreements have been rare and narrow in scope. 

Table 1. Members of Poland’s Tripartite Commission on Socioeconomic Issues.

	Organisation
	Membership data

	Trade unions

	NSZZ Solidarność 
	648,868

	Ogólnopolskie Porozumienie Związków Zawodowych (OPZZ)
	318,000

	Forum ZZ
	400,000 (2010)

	Employer Associations

	Polska Konfederacja Pracodawców Prywatnych Lewiatan
	3,750 firms employing 700,000 workers 

	Pracodawcy RP 
	7,500 firms employing 4 million workers

	Business Centre Club (BCC)
	2,500 firms and businesspeople

	Związek Rzemiosła Polskiego
	300,000 craft entities


 Source: Gardawski et al. (2012); employer associations’ websites.


But the 2008-2009 crisis raised hopes for improved social dialogue quality. After the first signs of the downturn, unions and employers launched consultations on anti-crisis policies and on 13 March 2009, they signed an anti-crisis pact outlining 13 broad measures. In the social sphere, the deal catered for extra assistance for families whose economic situation had worsened during the crisis, and the elaboration of a mechanism that would enable the minimum wage to reach 50% of the average remuneration. Labour market measures involved flexible working time schedules (in particular the introduction of a 12-month reference period), the creation of company-level training funds, and restrictions on fixed-term employment. In the field of economic policy, the agreement introduced subsidies for companies experiencing temporary economic difficulties.
The March pact received wide media coverage and was viewed as a timely compromise. PM Tusk called it a ‘very mature and responsible [instance of] dialogue’ (Gazeta Prawna, 2009), and pledged to turn it into an anti-crisis bill. Once the bill was submitted to the Parliament, however, it turned out that it ignored some of the pact’s provisions, while other proposals were significantly modified. In a joint letter, unions and employers criticised the draft, arguing that ‘it d[id] not represent a coherent and concrete answer to social partners’ suggestions’ (KT, 2009). Unions claimed that the act ignored the socially-oriented goals and was silent about the mechanism for minimum wage increase. They also insisted that only firms experiencing crisis-related difficulties are allowed to introduce longer reference periods, so that the measure is not used to avoid overtime payments. Finally, they criticised a relatively high threshold for state-funded wage subsidies (30% turnover fall in at least one quarter after 1 July 2008, y-o-y). On the latter point, they were backed by most of Lewiatan affiliates, while Pracodawcy RP and BCC viewed the subsidy scheme as unjustified market intervention. 
On 22 August 2009, the ‘law on alleviating the impact of the crisis’ came into force. Upon consultation with unions or worker representatives, all companies, irrespective of their economic situation, could extend working time reference periods to 12 months (as opposed to 3 months permitted by the Labour Code); individual working schedules could also be modified. At the same time, the law restricted the duration of fixed term employment to 24 months, after which workers should be offered an open-ended contract. It also provided for state subsidies covering wage and social contributions payments, which could be granted to enterprises experiencing crisis-inflicted turnover fall (of 25%, and not 30%). Troubled companies could delegate their employees for extra training, during which the latter would receive a state-funded stipend. The government earmarked nearly PLN1 billion (approx. €250 million) for the subsidies, and PLN500 million (approx. €125 million) for the stipends. 
Employers welcomed increased working time flexibility, even at the cost of temporary limitations on fixed-term employment. Unions, by contrast, criticised the asymmetric character of the law, claiming that ‘everything that was advantageous to employers was pushed through, and what was good for workers - omitted’ (Interview OPZZ, 2012). Solidarność even launched a campaign under the slogan ‘the anti-crisis law is not the anti-crisis pact’. It also warned that the temporary restrictions on fixed-term employment may lead to massive layoffs once the two-year protection period was over. State officials defended the law, arguing that that the March pact consisted of ‘proposals, not solutions’, and was merely ‘a point of departure for discussion’ (Interview MPPS, 2012). They also stated that regulations on social entitlements were laid out elsewhere, while minimum wage increase mechanism was too contentious an issue to be agreed upon in such a short time.
To what extent were the measures used? The Polish Labour Inspectorate’s report (PIP, 2011) shows that firms did not rush for wage subsidies; between 2009 and 2011, assistance was granted to 119 entities employing 7,241 workers, and only 8% of resources allocated for this purpose were spent. Similarly, only 1,161 employees benefited from special training subsidies, using 4% of the training funds. By contrast, employers were much more interested in flexible working time organisation, as over 1,000 firms employing approx. 700,000 workers extended reference periods to 12 months. Controls showed that companies generally did not abuse the law’s provisions. The massive layoffs scenario after the expiration of the two-year restriction of fixed-term contracts did not materialise, either.
	The anti-crisis law remained in force till the end of 2011, but the cabinet and the employers sought to prolong its validity. In December 2011, the government suggested that reference periods extension rules should either be included in a new temporary law, or incorporated to the Labour Code. However, neither option has been chosen so far due to unions’ objections. The latter argued that the impact of the permanent regulation had not been assessed. Moreover, they would accept increased working time flexibility only in exchange for restrictions on fixed-term contracts, and the extension of unionisation rights to the unemployed and pensioners. Talks are under way, but they will likely be protracted.
	Recent developments suggest that after the 2009 peak, social dialogue in Poland has fallen to oblivion. In 2010, the government rejected social partners’ proposals for the annual minimum wage increase and unilaterally set a lower rate. Between July 2011 and March 2012, it did not call a single plenary meeting of the Commission, even though such sessions should take place at least every two months. Further procedural shortcomings, documented by Solidarność (2011), include the government’s failure to consult social partners despite legal obligation to do so, or the shortening of consultation periods. The PM’s decision to lift the retirement age to 67, announced in February 2012 and not consulted with social partners, further worsened the negotiations climate. 


3. Anti-crisis pact in Bulgaria

Tripartite bargaining was relatively important in the initial phase of Bulgaria’s transformation. In 1991 social partners and the state signed the Political Agreement for Peaceful Transition towards Democracy, coupled by three other deals on socioeconomic reforms (Iankova, 2000). In addition, unions and employers participated in the elaboration of the law on collective labour disputes’ settlement and collective bargaining guidelines. In 1993, the National Council for Tripartite Cooperation (see Table 2 for membership composition) was officially created. After the 1997 crisis, the cabinet and social partners signed a Charter for Social Cooperation, but its implementation was incomplete due to IMF pressures and currency board-related restrictions. The 2000s saw further weakening of social dialogue. 


Table 2. Members of Bulgaria’s National Council for Tripartite Cooperation

	Organisation
	Membership information

	Trade unions

	Podkrepa
	150,000 

	Konfederacia na Nezavisimite Sindikati v Bulgaria (KNSB)
	350,000

	Employer Associations

	Konfederacia na Rabotodateli i Industrialcite v Bulgaria 
	10,500 firms employing 700,000 workers

	Bulgarska Stopanska Kamara (BSK) 
	Over 40,000 firms 

	Asociacia na Industrialnia Kapital v Bulgaria (AIKB)
	2,000 firms employing 200,000 workers

	Bulgarska Turgovsko-Promishlena Palata*
	53,000 firms and trade associations

	Bulgarski Saiuz na Chastnite Predpremachi ‘Vazrajdane’*
	firms employing 83,000 workers (2007)


	Saiuzat za Stopanska Iniciativa (SSI)*
	firms employing 52,000 workers (2007)


Source: organisations’ websites; Trud (2011) for ‘Vazrajdane’ and SSI. Organisations indicated with * leave the Council in autumn 2012 as per new representativeness rules. 


Despite the worsening economic situation, in November 2008, unions left the Tripartite Council in view of a ‘fruitless dialogue’ with the coalition government led by the socialist PM Stanishev (Monitor, 2008). Consultations resumed only 9 months later, after the electoral victory of the centre-right GERB party. In August 2009, Finance Minister Djankov invited social partners to the negotiation table, which allegedly signalled the cabinet’s ‘new approach’ to tripartism (Government.bg, 2009). Given the delay caused by the elections, the priority was assigned to much-needed anti-crisis pact. Similarly to Poland, initial policy proposals were drafted by the social partners; subsequent tripartite negotiations led to the elaboration of 59 anti-crisis measures, announced on 31 March 2010.
	The pact could be divided into four parts. The first group of measures aimed at fighting the budgetary deficit through accelerated privatisation, the reduction of administrative spending by 10%, and the sale of CO2 emission quotas, and were expected to generate BGN1.6 billion (€800 million) savings. As for the assistance to business, the state vowed to pay back, during the first half of 2010, all its debts to private firms, and increase the capital of the Bulgaria Development Bank specialising in investment crediting. In the social sphere, the pact involved the elaboration of a mechanism for minimum wage increase, the removal of an upper limit on unemployment benefits, and a temporary freeze of state-regulated utility prices. It also allowed Labour Minister to extend collective agreements to the whole sectors, upon unions and employers’ approval. Finally, labour market measures mirrored those introduced in Poland, although in principle, Bulgaria’s Labour Code had already contained specific rules on economically-motivated working time reductions and production stoppages. The pact added new provisions on training, and specified rules governing wage subsidy distribution. Most policies were to be implemented in 2010, while the labour market provisions were to remain in force until the end of 2011. 
	The deal was widely commented in the media, and all three sides were allegedly ‘visibly satisfied with the result’ (Kapital, 2009). Just like in Poland, however, some parts of Bulgaria’s anti-crisis deal never moved beyond the planning stage. In particular, the government managed neither to speed up privatisation nor to sell carbon emissions quotas, and thus failed to generate additional budgetary resources. Socially-oriented and labour market measures, by contrast, were largely implemented. Many companies reduced working time during difficult periods, but only 76 firms employing 985 workers combined this measure with state-funded training (KNSB, 2010). Several branches such as paper and furniture production and water management industry saw the extension of sectoral collective agreements. In addition, the minimum wage was raised to BGN290 (approx. €145), even though the mechanism for its increases was not elaborated. Business representatives, in turn, were generally disappointment with governments’ actions. The state paid back its debts to business with a 6-month delay, and the returned sums were 7% lower than expected, which allegedly made the spiral of debt spread to the private sector and led to substantial layoffs (Interview BSK, 2012). Overall, in the eyes of BSK Executive Secretary, in Bulgaria ‘social measures were implemented to a much higher extent than those directed towards businesses’. Even unions acknowledged that state support for companies during the crisis was ‘clearly insufficient’ (KNSB, 2010). 
	Since the conclusion of the pact, social dialogue in Bulgaria has often been interrupted by state-social partners’ disputes. In October 2010 the government unilaterally raised employers’ social insurance contributions by 3%, which infuriated the latter and made them withdraw from the Tripartite Council. Consequently, a more moderate increase of 1.8% was implemented. In November 2011, the cabinet sought to lift the retirement age by 1 year as of 2012, which violated the 2010 pension reform agreement. When 35,000 union members staged a protest against the changes, the cabinet replaced the 1-year hike with an annual increase of pension contribution periods by 4 months. Finally, in spring 2012, it was announced that resources accumulated in the so-called Silver Fund, earmarked for future pension payments, could be used to purchase Bulgarian bonds. Despite the critical position of unions and some business associations, the measure was nevertheless pushed through.
	In view of the largely ineffective tripartite talks, recent intensification of bipartite dialogue deserves special attention. In November 2010, Bulgarian social partners singed agreements on teleworking and on home-based work, which subsequently became a basis of legislative acts on the issues. In addition, since 2009 AIKB and KNSB have jointly run an EU-funded project aiming at combating illegal employment. In early 2012, unions and employers formulated joint proposals for the reform of Bulgaria’s social dialogue system. They suggested that bipartite agreements become official laws upon the governments’ consent, and that the Tripartite Council is consulted not only government’s bills, but also on MPs’ proposals. At least once a month, they would also like to set the agenda for tripartite meetings. It remains to be seen if the government will take these demands into account. 


4. Social dialogue, crisis and party politics 

	In both Poland and Bulgaria, the increased activity of tripartite bodies in 2008-2010 was followed by the gradual decline of their importance and the comeback to the pre-crisis status quo. What spurred the sudden revival of social dialogue in the two countries, and why did this trend not last beyond the downturn? 
	To address the above questions, it might be instructive to consult the scholarly literature on West European social pacts that brings together insights from political economy and electoral studies. In their 2011 book, Hamann and Kelly underscore the importance of economic factors behind the agreements concluded in the 1980s and 2000s. ‘Pacting’ countries implemented economic adjustment policies and wage restraint in order to meet the EMU criteria, and to make their businesses more competitive on rapidly internationalising markets. But economic pressures fall short in accounting for the timing of specific accords; they therefore do not constitute a sufficient condition for tripartite concertation. Hence the authors bring in the literature on party politics and electoral competition and argue that the second important variable stimulating social dialogue are governing parties’ electoral considerations. Since economic reforms addressing external pressures can be electorally costly, governments seek to include societal actors in the policy-making process in order to legitimise a given policy course, and to signal its responsiveness and accountability to societal voices. This strategy might be preferred by politically weak cabinets, such as minority governments, or those with a very thin majority (cf. Baccaro and Lim, 2006; Avdagic, 2010). The government’s weakness might also be issue-specific, and relate e.g. to the existence of an internal faction that contests the official policy course (Baccaro and Simoni, 2006). Following this line of reasoning, the presence of a strong opposition party can be viewed as yet another dimension of issue-specific weakness, which increases the ruling party’s political vulnerability.   
	So far, the above arguments have not been tested against the CEE evidence, perhaps because tripartite negotiations in postsocialist countries has rarely resulted in formalised social pacts. In what follows, I will argue that the recent revival of social dialogue in Poland and Bulgaria can be accounted for by the same set of factors as  West European social pacts of the 1990s and 2000s, i.e. the combination of economic uncertainty and governing parties’ electoral considerations.


4.1. Poland: high electoral volatility and strong opposition 

In November 2007, the liberal-right Platforma Obywatelska (PO) formed a coalition with the agrarian Polskie Stronictwo Ludowe (PSL), building a sizable parliamentary majority. The new government was exposed to a hard test when the crisis began to unfold. In late 2008, Poland’s industrial production levels fell considerably, reflecting the turmoil on the country’s export markets. In March 2009, the decline was equal to nearly 10.8% y-o-y, with the highest drop recorded in metal manufacturing (34.1% y-o-y). The unemployment rate rose from 8.8% in October 2008 to over 11% in March 2009 (GUS, 2010). Against the background of this pessimistic data, it was hard to predict the extent of the downturn. The society shared the government’s anxiety: in early 2009, 69% respondents agreed that ‘issues in the country are moving in a bad direction’, while 75% maintained that Poland was in crisis (Rzeczpospolita, 2009). 

Table 3. Party system characteristics and government ratings - Poland
	1.Electoral performance of selected parties, %
	2001
	2005
	2007

	Platforma Obywatelska(PO) (right)
Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (PiS) (right)
Sojusz Lewicy Demokratycznej (SLD) (left)
	12.7
9.5
41.0
	24.1
27.0
11.3
	41.5
32.1
13.2

	2. Electoral volatility and turnout, %
	
	
	

	Net volatility (in ref. to previous elections) 
	49.3
	38.4
	24.6

	Between party volatility at the individual level 
	55.9
	62.6
	34.5

	Between block volatility at the individual level 
	20.2
	27.7
	26.2

	Electoral turnout
	46.3
	40.6
	53.9

	3. Government and PM’s assessments,%
	Nov 2007
	Nov 2008
	Change

	Government’s ratings 
	supporters            opponents
	47
10
	47
39
	-2
+29

	Government’s performance assessments
	positive
negative 
	47
10
	45
40
	-2
+30

	Government’s economic policy –chances for econ. improvement? 
	yes
no
	62
54
	38
46
	-24
-8

	Prime Minister’s ratings
	supporters
opponents
	62
22
	48
36
	-14
+14


Source: 1) and 2) Markowski (2006) and (2008); 3) CBOS (2008).


In view of the economic decline, popular dissatisfaction with the government grew significantly, while the support for its economic policies fell by 24 percentage points y-o-y (see Table 3). At this point, it seemed that the high support lent to PO in 2007 could easily evaporate. The electoral defeat scenario had to be taken seriously in view of the extremely high voter volatility in Poland, which, although declining in recent years, still ‘far exceeds what has been registered in post-World War II western Europe’ (Markowski, 2006: 816). In 2005, over 62% voters supported a different party than in 2001, while almost 30% of voters changed their preferences in a block manner, switching from left to right and vice versa. Such drastic changes of electoral preferences signal the lack of party loyalty among voters, and, in combination with low turnout, make it virtually impossible to predict the result of next elections. Moreover, PO could not feel safe given the strong position of its main contender, Prawo i Sprawiedliwość (PiS), which increased the number of its supporters between 2005 and 2007, and won 32.11% of votes in the latter elections. Polls indicated that between December 2008 and January 2009, PO’s popularity declined by 8 percentage points, while the support for PiS grew exactly by the same value (Puls Biznesu, 2010). PiS was a dangerous rival as already during the 2005 campaign, it contrasted a vision of ‘solidarist’ Poland, which it allegedly adhered to, with a ‘liberal’ one represented by PO. At the time of crisis, PiS’s attachment to social values, even if largely rhetorical, was likely to strike a chord with voters. 
All in all, economic uncertainty combined with electoral considerations made the cabinet launch what could be referred to ‘PR corporatism’: by involving social partners in the elaboration of anti-crisis measures, it sought to boost its popularity and demonstrate its responsiveness to societal initiatives. But once it turned out that the crisis would not be that acute as expected, it again started neglecting tripartite negotiations. The cuts to the social partners’ 2009 pact and the subsequent procedural breaches took place in less turbulent times and thus did not make their way to the media. In effect, the image of a responsive but tough-on-crisis government was preserved until the 2010 elections, when the voters, for the first time in Poland’s post-1989 history, allowed the ruling coalition to stay in power for the second term of office. 


4.2. Bulgaria: minority government and the unstable party system

Before the downturn, Bulgaria benefited from financial inflows and construction sector boom but the crisis hit the two areas particularly hard. In Q3 2008, FDI in financial intermediation stood at €531million, while in Q1 2010, the country experienced an outflow of €88 million (BNB, 2010). In the construction industry, the number of orders in 2009 fell by 30-35%, and 28% of building firms went out of business (Petkov and Vladikov, 2010). Between 2008 and 2009, the number of delayed payments across the whole economy rose by 54%, and their share in the total number of transactions amounted to 70%. The country slipped back into recession, and the unemployment rate doubled between late 2008 and early 2010, reaching 10.2% in Q1 2010 (NSI, 2012). 

Table 4. Party system characteristics and government ratings – Bulgaria
	1.Electoral performance of selected parties, %
	2001
	2005
	2009

	Bulgarska Socialisticheska Partia (BSP) + allies (left)
Nacionalno Dvijenie Simeon Vtori (NDSV) (right)
Grajdane za Evropeiskoto Razvitie na Bulgaria (GERB) (right)
	17.2
42.7
-
	31.0
19.9
-
	17.7
3.0
39.7

	2. Electoral volatility and turnout, %
	
	
	

	Net volatility (in ref. to previous elections) 
	47.9
	46.8
	n.a.

	Electoral turnout
	66.6
	55.8
	62.00

	3.Government and PM’s assessment,%
	Aug 2009
	Feb 2010
	Change

	Government’s performance assessment
	positive            negative
	47
8
	33
22
	-14
+14

	PM’s performance assessment
	positive
negative 
	60
10
	51
20
	-9
+10

	Trust towards the governing party
	
	59
	45.7
	-13.3


Source: 1) Genov (2010); 2) Taleski (2010); 3) Alpha Research (2010).


	The negative economic trends were accompanied by a significant drop in the popularity of the centre-right party Grajdane za Evropeiskoto Razvitie na Bulgaria (GERB), which had been running the country since mid-2009 (see Table 4). Its leaders were right to be concerned about negative survey results in view of high electoral volatility and notorious instability of Bulgaria’s party system. Popular disappointment with the ruling elites and the country’s economic performance has resulted in ‘repeated radical changes of electoral preferences due to the search for new miracles and the ensuing collapse of each governing party’ (Genov, 2010: 28). Before GERB’s spectacular victory in the elections in 2009, it had already happened once that a newly created party won the ballot by a landslide. In 2001, nearly 2 million voters supported Nacionalno Dvijenie Simeon Vtori (NDSV), the former tsar’s movement, lending it 42.47% support. But the lesson from the NDSV case was bitter, as in 2005 the party received less than a half of the 2001 votes and became a junior partner in a socialists-led coalition, whereas in 2009 it remained outside the Parliament. In light of NDSV’s experience, GERB’s falling popularity at the time of crisis could well signal the beginning of an end of its political existence.
Moreover, GERB formed a minority government, which made it bear the sole responsibility for state policies and made particularly cautious about its media image. The party, chaired by the charismatic Boyko Borisov, campaigned on promises to fight corruption and organised crime, and to reveal the previous government’s mishandlings. Once in power, it indeed brought a number of former state officials to court and intensified controls at major companies linked to socialist party leaders. These actions received extremely wide media coverage, even though not in all cases the suspects eventually got convicted. The government adapted a similarly populist line in the social sphere: when announcing crisis-related austerity measures, PM Borisov promised that the savings would not affect the poorest: ‘we’ll touch only the big incomes and big real estate [owners]’ (News.bg, 2010). It also sought to consolidate its socially-responsive image through ad hoc interventions in defence of employee rights. In March 2012, for instance, PM Borisov went to the Turkish-populated town of Kardzhali to negotiate delayed wage payments for the local metal foundry employees.  From this perspective, the government’s recourse to tripartism can viewed as yet another measure designed to signal its responsiveness to societal concerns in difficult times. Such ‘social PR’ proved largely effective: GERB fared well in October 2011 local elections, and in June 2012 it still led the polls, although its support levels were significantly lower than in 2009 (Alpha Research, 2012).  


Conclusions 

The 2008-2010 crisis affected Poland and Bulgaria in different ways, depending on their mode of inclusion to the European or global economy. At the peak of crisis, however, both countries’ governments included social partners in the elaboration of anti-crisis measures, which was an unexpected development in light of their poor social dialogue record before the downturn. 
	Why did the Polish and Bulgarian governments involve in tripartite talks during the crisis? To answer this question, I built upon the literature that accounts for the emergence of social pacts in Western Europe by combining economic explanations with those related to party system characteristics. I subsequently argued that in 2008-2010, governments in Poland and Bulgaria faced two challenges. The first stemmed from a growing uncertainty over the length of the downturn and the countries’ economic fate, while the second was related to the instability of their political systems: high levels of electoral volatility, combined either with the presence of strong, socially responsive opposition (Poland), or the necessity to rule through minority government (Bulgaria). These two factors combined increased the risk of electoral defeat faced by the two countries’ governing parties. Consequently, their leaders involved social partners in the preparation of anti-crisis programmes to signal that they were actively searching for crisis solutions, and that they took societal views into account. The resulting ‘PR corporatism’ boosted the governments’ popularity in hard times, when every badly-targeted anti-crisis measure could easily turn into a power loss. 
	Out of the two examined settings, the Bulgarian government appeared more willing than the Polish one to include social partners in the bargaining process; its subsequent failure to implement anti-crisis pact’s provision was partially the result of its limited administrative capacity and crisis-related challenges. Still, neither in Poland nor in Bulgaria did the short-lived revival of tripartism translate into the lasting improvement of social dialogue.  Despite the drawback, it seems that the 2009-2010 negotiations had two positive – though not path-breaking – repercussions. Firstly, they widened the scope of tripartite negotiations to include the effects of external pressures on the two countries’ economies, which sets them apart from the reform-focused corporatism of the early transition (Hyman 2010). Secondly, the crisis gave Polish and Bulgarian social partners an opportunity to engage in bipartite dialogue. As shown by the Bulgarian experience, autonomous bargaining is not only effective in building consensus among the social partners, but it may also speed up the legislative process by providing the state with regulatory solutions tailored to workers and employers’ needs. In the future, the intensification of bipartite dialogue might lead to the strengthening of social partners’ position vis-à-vis the state; perhaps as a result, the latter will engage in tripartite talks not only in bad, but also in good times. 
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