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	X 1. Introduction

In June 2019, at the 108th Session of the International Labour Conference, the ILO’s tripartite constituents – 
governments, workers’ organizations and employers’ organizations – adopted the Centenary Declaration 
for the Future of Work, which aims to guide the work of the ILO and its constituents, including trade 
unions, for years to come. The Centenary Declaration stresses the transformative change in the world of 
work driven by technological innovations, demographic shifts, environmental and climate change, and 
globalization (ILO 2019). 

However, in 2019, nobody in the world could have predicted the COVID-19 crisis and the impact it was 
going to have on the world of work. The ILO (2021a) affirms that the COVID-19 crisis has: caused losses in 
working hours, translating into increased unemployment, underemployment, inactivity and informality; 
diminished labour and business income, including enterprise closures and bankruptcies; brought new 
challenges in occupational safety and health (OSH) and fundamental principles and rights at work; 
disrupted supply chains; and exacerbated poverty, as well as gender, economic and social inequalities, 
with women, youth and migrants are among most affected groups. 

Before the COVID-19 crisis, trade unions around the world were already facing various internal and 
external challenges in the changing world of work that were putting pressure on trade union power. 
Accordingly, the COVID-19 pandemic became a test for many unions. However, it also provided an 
opportunity to trade unions to mobilize their resources, develop new strategies and apply different tools. 

Today, it is impossible to foresee the ultimate outcome of the COVID-19 crisis for trade unions. 
Nevertheless, it is possible to examine positive cases of trade union actions where trade unions were 
able to mobilize and organize members, apply new technologies and tools, and influence government 
policies to protect labour and union rights. 

The aim of this study is to look at seven cases of trade unions actions in Georgia, the Republic of 
Moldova, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan in the years immediately before and during the COVID-19 crisis to 
identify lessons that can be learned for trade union revitalization and recovery from the crisis. 

This paper looks at positive experiences and innovative examples in a complicated trade union 
environment where labour and trade union rights are under pressure. And while trade union action 
is recognized as the key tool for union revitalization in the immediate term, it can also help to build 
institutional frameworks that will allow for continuing trade union revitalization in the long run. In 
this regard, this paper showcases how trade unions faced the challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic 
by exploring digital activism, allowing trade unions to stay connected, to educate, to mobilize and to 
campaign. 

The case studies also show that while campaigns can be long and suffer setbacks, they also create 
opportunities to learn by doing, to build capacities, to explore collaborations across borders, to 
experiment with new digital campaign tools and to actively engage with broader public opinion. 

The COVID-19 pandemic has also put the vulnerability of particular groups of workers, such as migrant 
workers, in the spotlight, and obliged trade unions to rapidly respond to their needs – for instance, 
by organizing migrant workers and by building collaborations across national borders. An important 
takeaway of the study is that trade unions who are keen to revitalize their unions must have their finger 
on the pulse of the ever-changing needs of workers. It is exactly the revitalization agenda that allows and 
obliges trade unions to do so.
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This paper is structured as follows: the first section looks at the institutional framework for trade 
union independence in the four case study countries – Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and 
Kyrgyzstan. Second, the paper provides a brief overview of the trade union movement in these four 
countries, including the external and internal challenges that unions are facing. This sets the necessary 
background for the final section, which looks at cases studies of trade union revitalization, based mainly 
on three dimensions: 

1. new and improved means of organizing and collective action through the use of digital tools and 
platforms; 

2. understanding of the changing dynamics of the employment relationship and its implications on the 
sustained adaptation of the ILO fundamental Conventions on freedom of association and collective 
bargaining1; and 

3. trade union challenges associated with the main drivers of change in the future of work, that is, 
globalization and demographic, environmental and technological changes. 

Under the first dimension, digital campaigns in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan will be presented; the second 
dimension will cover union mobilization in Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and Georgia; and the third dimension 
will present trade union strategies to organize and protect migrant workers in the Republic of Moldova 
and Kyrgyzstan. 

The research methodology of the study is based on a literature review and statistical analysis that 
includes reports and data from international organizations, international trade union federations, 
national unions, national statistical offices, media and academia. 

1   These are, respectively, the Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise Convention, 1948 (No. 87), 
and the Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98).
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	X 2. Institutional framework for union independence 
in the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine, Georgia and 
Kyrgyzstan

For the purposes of this study the definition of trade union independence is based on the ILO Freedom 
of Association and Protection of the Right to Organize Convention, 1948 (No. 87), whereby trade unions 
have the ability to: 

i. ensure workers right to join trade unions without previous authorization; 
ii. draw up union constitutions and rules, to elect union representatives in full freedom, to 

organize union administration and activities, and to formulate programmes; and 
iii. establish and join federations and confederations and to affiliate with international 

organizations of workers. 

Accordingly, a necessary precondition for union independence would be to have an institutional 
framework in place that enables trade unions to act independently. In this context, an “institutional 
framework” is understood, broadly, as a set of formal legal regulations and procedures and informal 
customs and norms that provide the framework for trade union activities in the country (North 1990). 

This does not necessarily mean that in a country where trade unions are able to operate independently, 
that the government will express union-friendly policies. However, there should be an institutional 
framework in place that, irrespective of the government agenda, allows for the three previously 
mentioned dimensions: (i) workers’ right to join trade unions; (ii) the organizing of trade union activities 
in freedom, and (iii) the ability to establish and join federations and confederations. 

To a large extent in the four countries under analysis – Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, Kyrgyzstan 
and Ukraine – an institutional framework for trade union independence is in place. 

All four countries have ratified the ILO Freedom of Association and Protection of the Right to Organise 
Convention, 1948 (No. 87), and the ILO Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 
(No. 98), which are both considered to be fundamental Conventions. Furthermore, all four countries 
have multiple laws and regulations in place governing freedom of association and collective bargaining. 

Trade union laws in all four countries stipulate that trade unions are independent from state authorities, 
employers and employers’ associations, and political parties. Legal frameworks in each country regulate 
trade union rights, including the: 

 X right of trade unions to represent and to protect workers’ socio-labour rights and interests; 

 X right to collective bargaining; and

 X right to take part in regulating collective labour disputes, including the right to strike and the right to 
hold meetings, mass gatherings, street mobilizations and demonstrations, pickets and other collective 
actions as a means for protecting workers’ socio-labour rights and interests.

In Kyrgyzstan, Ukraine, and the Republic of Moldova, national legislation recognizes trade unions as 
a party in the collective bargaining process at the national, sectoral and local levels of social dialogue.
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In Georgia, the formal legal institutional framework in terms of union independence has generally 
been considered to be weaker compared to the other three countries. However, since 2013 there have 
been signs of positive change. Amendments to the Labour Code made the collective bargaining process 
somewhat more specific and concrete, yet they did not explicitly identify trade unions as a party to 
collective bargaining, instead limiting the language to the phrase “worker associations”. Also, the 
amended Labour Code is more precise in defining the functions of the Tripartite Commission. Further 
amendments that were adopted in 2020 expanded the mandate of the Labour Inspectorate, moving 
beyond labour safety to incorporate the full range of labour/employment rights.  

The table below summarizes the legal institutional framework for freedom of association and collective 
bargaining at the national level in each of the four countries. 

X The legal framework for freedom of association and collective bargaining

Country Relevant national legislation

Georgia  X Labour Code of Georgia 
 X Law of Georgia on Trade Unions 

Kyrgyzstan  X Labour Code of the Kyrgyz Republic 
 X Law of Kyrgyzstan on Trade Unions 
 X Law of Kyrgyzstan on Social Partnership in the Area of Labour Relations in the 
Kyrgyz Republic 

 X Law of Kyrgyzstan on Collective Bargaining 

Republic of Moldova  X Labour Code of the Republic of Moldova 
 X Law of Moldova on Trade Unions
 X Law of Moldova on Creation and Operation of the National Consultations and 
Collective Bargaining Commission and Sector-Based and Territorial Consultations 
and Collective Bargaining Commissions 

Ukraine  X Labour Code of Ukraine 
 X Law of Ukraine on Collective Bargaining Agreements 
 X Law of Ukraine on Trade Unions, Their Rights, and Guarantees of Their Operation 
 X Law of Ukraine on Social Dialogue in Ukraine 

Source: ILO NATLEX database.

Workers in all four countries have the right to join a trade union without prior authorization from any 
government body, employer or any other organization. Trade unions in the countries under analysis 
can draw up union constitutions and rules, elect union representatives, organize union administration 
and formulate activities and programmes. Even in cases where the government puts pressure on trade 
unions and trade union leaders over their protest activities, the labour movement is able to fight back 
against such pressure, which speaks for the unions’ independent status in the four States (FPU, n.d.; HRW 
2020). Indeed, numerous peaceful protests, actions, rallies or pickets against government reforms have 
taken place in all four countries over the last ten years. These formal, or “de jure”, rules, legislations and 
institutions are complemented by a set of informal, or “de facto”, rules. Overall, it could be said that the 
institutional frameworks – both formal and informal – in Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, Kyrgyzstan 
and Ukraine constitute the necessary pre-conditions for allowing trade unions to act independently. 

In the next part of the study, a brief country-based analysis of the trade union movements in the four 
countries will assess whether trade unions have been able to keep their independence within the given 
institutional frameworks. 
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	X 3. State-of-play of the trade union movement  
in the case study countries

2   No data are available in the ILOSTAT database regarding trade union density in three of the four case study countries, 
with the exception being the Republic of Moldova. This means that the sources are the respective unions. For more 
information, see: https://ilostat.ilo.org/topics/union-membership/.

Trade unions in Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, Kyrgyzstan and Ukraine have been experiencing rapid 
membership loss since the collapse of the Soviet Union. In all four countries, trade union federations 
inherited trade union members from the structures of the Soviet trade unions by default: in Georgia 
and the Republic of Moldova trade union density exceeded 1 million members; in Kyrgyzstan union 
density was over 3 million members; and in Ukraine it was nearly 25 million members. But according to 
trade union statistics (FPU, n.d.; ICLRS 2007; GTUC, n.d.; CNSM, n.d.a.), in 2021 the trade union density in 
all four countries had dropped considerably, with: 

 X 150,000 members affiliated with the Georgian Trade Unions Confederation (GTU); 

 X 330,000 members affiliated with the National Trade Union Confederation of Moldova (CNSM); 

 X less than 730,000 affiliated with the Federation of Trade Unions of Kyrgyzstan (FTUK); and 

 X nearly 5 million members affiliated with the Federation of Trade Unions of Ukraine (FPU) and the 
Confederation of Free Trade Unions of Ukraine (CFTUU).2 

There are also small sectoral trade unions in each country that are not affiliated with any trade union 
federation, but the above federations account for the vast majority of trade union members in each 
country. 

Even before the COVID-19 crisis, economic challenges have been seriously impacting trade union density 
and their ability to act. These include pressures related to low levels of economic growth, high levels 
of poverty, intensified outward labour migration, high levels of informal employment and low wages. 
These challenges have been further exacerbated by political conflict (for example, Russian Federation–
Georgia–Ukraine).

Traditionally, trade unions in the four countries have organized workers in the formal sector, and 
due to the growth of informal employment and migration, trade unions have seriously limited their 
potential membership. Furthermore, low wages and trade union density decline in the four countries are 
contributing to the weakening of trade unions’ financial capacities (GTUC, n.d.; FPU, n.d.; CNSM, n.d.a). 

3.1. Internal trade union challenges
In addition to the challenges above, trade unions in Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and 
Kyrgyzstan face internal challenges that need to be addressed in order to build sustainable and strong 
trade union organizations. These challenges include the need to strengthen organizing capacity, to 
address trade union division and confrontation, and to move away from more rigid trade union structures 
that have not adapted to the changing world of work. 
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In all four countries under analysis, trade unions have relatively limited experience in organizing workers, 
and basically had to learn how to do it from scratch after independence 30 years ago. During the first 
years of the countries’ independence, trade unions were focused on retaining current union membership 
rather than organizing new members. However, this strategy was shown to not be very successful, and 
trade unions lost thousands of members. This did push unions to start reflecting about the need to 
organize new members. 

Although positive examples of union organizing have be observed in the four countries in recent decades, 
very few of these examples can be found in new sectors or among informal or migrant workers. Unions 
in the region have a strong tradition of mostly organizing workers with formal employment contracts, 
while workers in the informal economy often stay outside trade unions’ attention. But positive examples, 
do exist, and are highlighted in chapter 4 of this report. 

An additional challenge is trade union competition and confrontation among sectoral trade unions 
affiliated to one trade union confederation or among different trade union confederations (GTUC, n.d.; 
FPU, n.d.; CNSM, n.d.). By means of illustration, the conflict between sectoral trade unions in Kyrgyzstan 
almost led to a split in the federation and weakened the joint ability of trade unions to fight against 
government reforms of trade union legislation.

3.2. The COVID-19 pandemic
The COVID-19 pandemic has been a test for trade unions in all four countries, revealing not only existing 
weaknesses, but also creating a sense of urgency to mobilize around the protection of members and 
to mitigate the impact of the pandemic on the labour market. Thousands of migrant workers from 
Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan who worked in European Union countries or 
the Russian Federation before the pandemic were employed in low-skilled occupations, where even small 
disruptions in income could have a crippling effect on the workers and their families. Facing job losses 
during the pandemic, many migrants returned home and had to look for new sources of income in the 
very unfavorable context of the ongoing lockdown. As these migrant workers are often not organized, 
trade unions were not able to support them.
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	X 4. Trade union revitalization

The 2019 ILO working paper “Trade Unions in the Balance” foresees four possible scenarios for the future 
of trade unions: 

marginalization through the continuation of current trends of decreasing rates of 
unionization and aging unions; dualization of unions defending their positions and, under 
conditions of increased instability of work and decreased institutional protection, focusing 
their decreasing resources on defending the members closest to them at the expense of 
outsiders and precarious workers when necessary; replacement, or a process in which trade 
unions are increasingly replaced by other forms of social action and protection provided by 
employers, states, intermediary agencies, NGOs or emerging social movements; and lastly, 
revitalization based on policies and coalitions which strengthen trade unions as a relevant 
actor in shaping the “new unstable workforce” in the digital economy (Visser 2019, 7). 

While each of these scenarios seems realistic to a certain extent for the trade union movements in 
Georgia, the Republic of Moldova, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, the intention of this paper is to look at the 
positive cases for the fourth scenario – trade union revitalization.

In the next section, seven case studies of trade union actions that follow the revitalization scenario are 
presented, including examples of: 

 X trade union digital campaigns; 

 X successful trade union responses to government attacks on labour and trade union rights; and 

 X the development of trade union agendas to organize traditionally underrepresented groups of 
workers, such as migrant workers. 

4.1. Digital campaigns during COVID-19 pandemic
In the spring of 2020, much of the world went into lockdown, and many workers, including trade 
unionists, were effectively confined to their homes without the ability to reach out to other trade union 
members or to visit their workplaces. That pushed trade unions to experiment with digital tools to reach 
out to their membership. This section presents two examples of trade union digital campaigns, one in 
Ukraine and one in Kyrgyzstan. 

4.1.1. “Stop Wage Drop Pandemic” campaign in Ukraine
Even though there was no ban on construction in Ukraine during the lockdown, massive restrictions 
and a lack of protective measures heavily affected workers. Public transport was shut down and many 
roads were blocked, and therefore even getting to their workplace was not an easy task for many people. 
Workers also received lower wages than usual because employers did not pay bonusses, which had been 
an important part of their pay. Furthermore, under the pressure of employers, workers frequently took 
unpaid leave, and many workers also struggled with wage arrears (BWI 2020a). 

Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, the Ukrainian Construction and Building Materials Workers Trade 
Union (PROFBUD) had been campaigning for the increase and protection of workers’ wages for many 
years through local and sectoral collective negotiations and by organizing worker actions to protect 
wages. By campaigning for workers’ wages, PROFBUD aimed not only to increase wages and eliminate 
wage arrears, but also to stop labour migration from the construction sector in Ukraine, as it was widely 
acknowledged that poor wages in the construction sector was the main push factor for construction 
workers to migrate abroad (BWI 2020c). 
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However, it was not possible to continue union actions in the usual way under the strict lockdown 
conditions in Ukraine. At the same time PROFBUD leadership realized that trade union members needed 
the trade union more than ever (BWI 2020a). Given all of the wage payment issues that had arisen as a 
result of the pandemic, it was also equally important to strengthen the knowledge base of trade union 
representatives on income and wage protection at the enterprise level and to analyse cases of violations 
to better capacitate trade union representatives to be able to handle similar cases (BWI 2020c).

As it was not possible to organize physical meetings with trade union members, PROFBUD decided to use 
social media for public awareness campaigns and the Zoom platform for trade union education activities. 

Campaign materials, such as leaflets, brochures and posters, were developed to support awarenessraising 
among workers and trade union representatives in the construction and building materials sectors 
concerning regulations on wage protection as well as cases of violations. The public campaign was 
launched under the slogan “PROtect WAGES! Stop Wage Drop Pandemic”, with the demand to build a 
sustainable wage protection system in Ukraine and to increase wages (PROFBUD 2020a). 

Before the pandemic lockdown, PROFBUD had created a Facebook page that was used mainly as a tool 
to inform members about union activities. But the lockdown prompted PROFBUD for the first time to 
use the Facebook page as a campaign webpage where they would publish campaign materials, explain 
workers’ demands and communicate the need to build a sustainable wage protection system. Additional 
arguments for using this approach were that publicity through the Facebook page would demonstrate 
to trade union members that the union was on their side – despite all the difficulties – and that the page 
would also serve as a means to initiate online communication among trade union members. 

Within two months, campaign materials were published 36 times on the PROFBUD Facebook page, with 
detailed explanations of all the trade union’s demands. The campaign posts were also shared by trade 
union members hundreds of times and extensive online debates and question/answers sessions were 
initiated (PROFBUD 2020a).

But Facebook was not the only outlet that PROFBUD engaged with during the lockdown, as the trade 
union began using a model that blended online campaigning with more traditional organizing and 
communication activities. As a lot of building materials companies and construction sites continued 
to operate during the COVID-19 crisis, PROFBUD continued to publish leaflets, posters and campaign 
banners and disseminated them among trade unionists at the enterprise level. PROFBUD also called 
on affiliates to take public action on the enterprise level, while strictly observing all COVID-19 protocols, 
including talking with workers about campaign issues and photographing these interactions. In all, 
2,000 leaflets were published and disseminated among PROFBUD members, and photos from the 
public actions were collected and combined into a short video clip that was published on the PROFBUD 
Facebook page (PROFBUD 2020a). 

A short video compiled from worker interviews on wage issues was produced and published on YouTube 
and the PROFBUD Facebook page. The union also organized the publication of campaign messages in 
regional newspapers in Odessa, Lviv and Nikolaev, and in the newspaper of the national Federation of 
Trade Unions of Ukraine (FPU). Online articles were also published on the news websites of the Building 
and Wood Workers International (BWI) and the FPU. A radio broadcast on the campaign was organized 
on the Nikolaev radio station (PROFBUD 2020a). 

To strengthen the knowledge base of enterprise-level trade union representatives on the issue of wage 
subsidies and wage protection, particularly in the context of COVID-19, a webinar was organized in mid-
August 2020. This was PROFBUD’s first experience of bringing together trade union leaders and rank 
and file members in a virtual format. This was a challenge, as most of the ageing trade union leaders had 
never used online platforms before, and therefore the trade union leadership had to first be educated 
on how to use these virtual tools (PROFBUD 2020b). These online education sessions continued over the 
following months.
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In October 2020, PROFBUD held its statutory Congress in a hybrid format, with some of the delegates 
participating in person and others virtually. As part of the wages campaign, a roundtable on “PROtect 
WAGES! Stop Wage Drop Pandemic” was organized as a pre-Congress event and brought together 
Congress delegates from 20 regions of Ukraine. The roundtable was also broadcasted live on Facebook 
and got hundreds of views (PROFBUD 2020a). 

4.1.1.1. Organizing tower crane operators in Ukraine
One of the most practical outcomes of “PROtect WAGES! Stop Wage Drop Pandemic” digital campaign 
was a new wage increase campaign for tower crane operators after lockdown measures were softened 
in Ukraine and it became easier to combine digital and physical campaigning. Organizing tower crane 
operators as a professional group of workers started before the pandemic in response to the many 
subcontractors or self-employed that could operate cranes on a construction site. In such situations, 
even though tower crane operators were working on the same construction site, working conditions and 
wages would differ for the various operators. In addition, tower crane operator is a skilled and hazardous 
job that requires extensive knowledge by the worker and strict OSH rules to be in place (PROFBUD 2020a). 

In PROFBUD’s continued attempts to organize workers on various construction sites, the trade union 
identified the interest of tower crane operators to come together and share their experiences about their 
working conditions. With the help of PROFBUD organizers, a small group of ten tower crane operators 
from different construction sites came together and expressed an interest to form a union. That meant 
that a trade union should be formed, since all of the workers belonged to the same profession but were 
not employed by the same employer. That was a new approach for PROFBUD. 

The tower crane operators’ union was officially formed in Kiev, and then expanded to other regions of 
Ukraine. The union was affiliated to PROFBUD as a member organization. A special rule was established 
for trade union fees to be a fixed sum that would be transferred by each individual trade union member 
to PROFBUD. 

During the COVID-19 lockdown, tower crane operators in Ukraine faced tremendous income insecurity: 
some workers were sent on unpaid leave and others were not paid for overtime work or experienced 
wage reductions. Through the PROtect WAGES campaign, tower crane operators strengthened their 
knowledge on wage and income security and started online and offline discussions about their wages 
and guarantees. With the help of PROFBUD organizers, the tower crane operators’ union formulated 
the demand to establish a unique basic tariff for tower crane operators in Ukraine. The campaign toolkit 
included online and offline materials and actions (Vergun 2021). 

4.1.2. Online “Caravan of Labour Rights” in Kyrgyzstan3

Another example of how trade unions managed to shift their usual offline activities to a hybrid online/
offline format is the “Caravan of Labour Rights” organized by trade unions in Kyrgyzstan. The Caravan 
was initiated in 2019 as a series of offline educational trainings in different regions of Kyrgyzstan over a 
two-month period. The Caravan was mostly oriented towards young people, trade union members and 
students. 

Before the pandemic, the Caravan aimed to address problems of youth unemployment and youth 
exposure to unfavorable employment conditions in Kyrgyzstan. Young people were heavily over-
represented in informal employment and among labour migrants. Another problem for young workers 
in Kyrgyzstan was finding their first job. 

3  Unless otherwise indicated, this section is derived from 2020–21 campaign materials from the Caravan of Labour Rights.
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During the COVID-19 pandemic the situation for young workers had become even worse, as the crisis 
pushed many people in poverty. This dramatic income loss in Kyrgyzstan was accompanied by the 
massive return of migrant workers who had lost their jobs in destination countries (with the Russian 
Federation being the main destination). 

As in Ukraine, with lockdown restrictions in place, trade unionists in Kyrgyzstan found themselves bound 
to their homes without opportunities to have face-to-face meetings with their members. It was during 
this time that the Building Workers Union of Kyrgyzstan determined that many of the young workers 
who had lost their jobs in the informal economy or who had come back from abroad were from the 
construction sector. Therefore, the trade union decided to revive the “Caravan of Labour Rights”, but in 
a virtual format that focused on youth in the construction sector. 

As their starting point, trade unions decided to produce ten animated videos on basic labour rights in 
Kyrgyzstan and put them online on social media (Facebook, YouTube, Telegram). The intention was to 
make the videos short and simple, so it would take only about half an hour for a young worker to watch all 
ten and gain the necessary basic knowledge on labour and union rights in the country (Building Workers 
Union of Kyrgyzstan, n.d.). These short videos had hundreds of views on social media, which motivated 
the trade unions to expand their online activities and to organize additional series of lectures on social 
media. 

Under the framework of the Caravan of Labour Rights, trade unions also organized series of webinars 
for young trade union activists and trainers to strengthen their knowledge of national and international 
labour standards. These webinars were especially important in light of an ongoing fight by Kyrgyz trade 
unions against government attempts to reform the Law on Trade Unions in violation of international 
regulations. These government reforms and trade union responses will be analysed in section 4.2.2 
below. 

In autumn 2021, when lockdown restrictions were softened, trade unions managed to organize face-
to-face seminars for trade union activists in four regions. During these seminars, participants praised 
the trade union digital activities carried out during the lockdown period and afterwards, recognizing 
that these activities represented a completely new format of activism for many trade unionists. It was 
acknowledged that these initiatives helped trade union members, and in particular young workers, to 
strengthen their knowledge of the situation in the Kyrgyz labour market and enabled them to keep 
connected with the union and with each other. 

Based on the positive feedback from trade union members, the Building Workers Union of Kyrgyzstan 
decided to develop a Telegram chatbot through which trade union members could get answers to their 
questions about labour and union rights in a simple and fast way. Another initiative that the trade union 
has been developing is a mobile application for trade union members where they can get quick access 
to trade union services and contact trade union officials and each other. 

4.1.3. Lessons from the case studies on digital activism
A few lessons can be learned from these two case studies of digital activism in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan. 
First, though it may have been borne out of necessity during the COVID-19 pandemic, the introduction 
and implementation of digital tools by trade unions proved to be an innovative strategy to maintain 
contact between trade union members and leaders and to engage in new effective means of outreach 
and campaigning. It was also an opportunity to push ageing trade union leaders to quickly upskill, as 
they had to learn to use these new technologies. 

Second, even with the deployment of new digital tools to expand trade unions’ reach, it was important 
to choose the right issue to mobilize trade union leaders and members. For Ukraine, the issue of low 
wages has always been one of the most crucial, and in Kyrgyzstan one of the union’s major concerns was 
the employment and labour rights of young workers. By grounding their campaigns in these issues of 
concern it offered their digital campaigns a better chance of engagement and success.
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Third, trade unions in both countries made decisions regarding the target audience for their digital 
campaigns, thereby boosting their chances for success. In Ukraine, a more general campaign ultimately 
resulted in a more targeted campaign aimed at tower crane operators – a campaign that ultimately led to 
the formation of a new trade union. In Kyrgyzstan, the trade union specifically targeted young workers.

4.2. Trade union revitalization in a complicated 
political and institutional environment
In Chapter 1 above, it was highlighted that in the countries where trade unions operate independently, 
their governments do not necessarily express union-friendly policies. This is certainly the case in the 
four countries under analysis, as trade unions in these countries operate in a politically complicated 
environment. The situation is most critical in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, where trade unions are at the 
forefront of the fight against government attempts to reform labour and trade union laws. 

The aim of this section is to demonstrate how the fight of trade unions against government reforms can 
facilitate trade union revitalization, mobilization and a faster recovery from the COVID-19 crisis. At the 
same time the challenges of the implementation of the fundamental ILO Conventions Nos 87 and 97 on 
freedom of association and collective bargaining will be analysed. 

4.2.1. Fighting labour reform in Ukraine
At the end of 2019, trade unions in Ukraine were informed that the Government had started to develop a 
new labour law without consulting Ukrainian trade unions. The proposed labour law contained provisions 
to allow employees to be dismissed without cause and with short notice, and enabled short-term 
individual labour contracts, including zero-hours contracts, and poorly compensated working hours. 
The draft law gave employers the right to set wage tariffs at the level of 50 per cent of the minimum 
wage. It also weakened social protection guarantees, including maternity protection, and limited the 
responsibility of the labour inspectorate. The proposed law also limited workers’ freedom of association 
(ITUC 2019b). 

The national trade union centres organized public protest actions and called on the Government to hold 
serious and good faith consultations with trade unions. It should be specifically highlighted that, despite 
some disagreements between sectoral trade unions and trade union confederations, the Ukrainian trade 
union movement became more united than ever in combatting the draft law. 

The international labour movement also supported Ukrainian trade unions in their opposition. The Pan-
European Regional Council (PERC) of the International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) called on the 
Government of Ukraine to withdraw the draft law and to seek ILO technical assistance. Just days later, the 
European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) pledged to raise the issue with the European Commission 
(EC) and the European Parliament (EP), as the draft law contradicted the European Union–Ukraine 
Association Agreement (ITUC 2019b).

Unfortunately, the trade union calls were not taken into consideration, and the draft law was submitted 
to Parliament. This pushed trade unions to continue protests with renewed energy. Protests happened 
in Kiev, but also in various other regions, where workers blocked roads and called on local authorities to 
support their demands (BWI 2020a). 

In response to trade union actions, the Government started a public campaign attacking the trade unions 
and promoting the new labour law as the “best care for workers”. Unions in return also started a broad 
public awareness campaign to explain to workers what that “best care” actually meant in practice.

Trade unions in Ukraine continued their protest action in 2020, calling for an open dialogue, while 
preparing for a full-fledged national campaign, including industrial action. 
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In early March 2020, the Cabinet of Ministers resigned, and the draft labour law was withdrawn, just a 
few days after a strict COVID-19 lockdown was imposed in Ukraine (BWI 2020c). 

Despite all the challenges the COVID-19 crisis brought to Ukraine, the new Ukrainian Government did not 
give up on the attempts to reform labour legislation. In 2021 the new Ukrainian Government introduced 
a series of new drafts and amendments to the labour law. Once again, a major concern for trade unions 
was the lack of meaningful consultation with social partners in the drafting of the legislation. 

Trade unions started to mobilize members using digital tools and online platforms to reach out to as 
many workers as possible. At the same time in regions where COVID-19 restrictions still allowed for face–
to–face meetings, trade unions met with government authorities, mass media and trade union members 
to disseminate their position. The international trade union movement again supported the Ukrainian 
trade unions and called on the Ukrainian Government to immediately withdraw all draft labour laws and 
start meaningful consultations with the trade unions (ITUC 2021). 

On 7 October 2021, World Day for Decent Work, trade unions of Ukraine organized the largest public 
action since the beginning of pandemic to protest the plans of the Government and the ruling party in 
the Parliament to change the labour and trade union legislation. More than 10,000 people, observing 
COVID-19 safety protocols, held a rally in support of the trade union negotiating team, which met with 
the Prime Minister of Ukraine and members of the Ukraine Government to negotiate over trade union 
demands.

Ukrainian trade unions decided to change their strategy and to expand their demands from just calling 
on the withdrawal of the draft labour law and meaningful consultations to additional demands related 
to protection of workers’ rights. Key trade union demands included: withdrawal of all anti-labour and 
anti-union bills; constitutional rights guarantees for decent wages, employment and healthy and safe 
working conditions; allocation of state budget resources for active measures to reduce poverty and 
income inequality; elimination of wage arrears for 140,000 workers and the establishment of a guarantee 
fund for employees in case of bankruptcy; ensuring the constitutional right to quality education and 
medical services; and the right of young people to their first workplace (BWI, 2021).

This strategic move to expand their demands gave trade unions additional opportunity to drive public 
attention to the fact that there were a lot of socio-economic problems that needed to be addressed as 
an urgent matter before any labour reforms should be put in place. 

The Ukrainian trade unions have been continuing the fight against government labour reforms in a 
spirit of unity and solidarity. Government attempts to reform labour and trade union laws gave the trade 
unions in Ukraine the necessary push to speak and act as one, to mobilize their members, to use digital 
campaigning and to bring the trade union agenda closer to the public discourse. 

4.2.2. Protecting trade union rights in Kyrgyzstan
In March 2019, Order No. 154 of the Prime Minister of Kyrgyzstan established an interdepartmental 
working group to improve the Trade Union Law. Trade unions requested that the group’s composition 
be based on equal parity between representatives of the trade unions, employers and the Government, 
but ultimately only one trade union representative was allowed to join the working group.

After two weeks of protests, the ITUC sent an official letter to the President of Kyrgyzstan stating that: 

the draft law fall[s] short of compliance with the ILO Convention [No.] 87 on Freedom of 
Association and Protection of the Right to Organize, and Convention [No.] 98 on the Right 
to Organize and Collective Bargaining, Convention [No.] 144 on Tripartite Consultations 
to Promote the Implementation of International Labour Standards; it also contravenes 
Article 4 of the Constitution and Articles 29-34 of the Labour Code of the Kyrgyz Republic 
(ITUC 2019a).
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The draft law was understood as threatening the existence of independent trade unions in the country by 
establishing a hierarchical system in which all the trade unions would be subordinated to the Federation 
of Trade Unions of Kyrgyzstan (FTUK).

The bill would restrict, inter alia, the rights of trade unions and their associations to independently 
determine their own organizational structure, forms and types of associations, and trade union 
membership, as well as restrict their right to establish governing bodies and timeframes for internal 
elections (ITUC 2019a).

Trade unions of Kyrgyzstan, with the support of the international labour movement, started a 
campaign against the new draft law that included numerous meetings with Members of Parliament 
and parliamentary factions, television and radio interviews, press conferences, sending information to 
members and workplace committees. Several pickets and demonstrations were also organized. 

Trade unions also attempted to use digital tools to support their campaign, and launched an online 
petition, which turned out to be rather unsuccessful, with only a limited number of signatures collected. 
However, trade unions understood this as a lesson learned, as it demonstrated to them important 
challenges regarding their communication and operational capacities (Jeenbekov 2019).

As the result of these actions, in May 2019, public hearings regarding the new draft law were held with 
the participation of the Vice-Speaker of the national Parliament, representatives of state bodies, NGOs 
and the leadership of industrial unions. Unions presented a report with a legal analysis of the draft law 
to justify their position. 

But after various setbacks, the trade unions redirected their campaign strategies to target the President 
– instead of Parliament or the broader Government – because of the President’s veto power. 

Lobby groups in Parliament responded to the trade union’s shift in approach by also changing their 
strategy, and they started to target the internal decision-making process of the FTUK, undermining the 
FTUK Council meetings and increasing the pressure placed on FTUK leaders and activists. Furthermore, 
criminal prosecutions were initiated against members of the FTUK Council, and the acting FTUK President 
was interrogated by the police.

The international trade union movement continued to support unions in Kyrgyzstan and appealed to the 
President of the country to put to an end any form of interference in internal trade union affairs by state 
agencies and private lobbying groups and to ensure proper and fair investigation of the legitimacy of the 
criminal accusations against trade union leaders. 

Once COVID-19 lockdown measures were implemented in Kyrgyzstan and Parliamentary hearings were 
put on hold, trade unions continued their campaign against the draft law online, with various petitions 
being launched (BWI 2020b). 

In 2021, when the operations of Parliament returned to normal, the draft trade union law again appeared 
on the Parliamentary agenda. Despite all the protest efforts of the international and national labour 
movement over the previous two years, Parliament adopted the law on 31 March 2021. 

Trade unions acted immediately and intensified their campaign to call for the President’s veto on the draft 
law. Numerous protest actions and online activities took place in a short period of time. 

Eventually, in May 2021, the President vetoed the trade union bill adopted by Parliament. According to the 
objections of the Head of State, the deputies had to finalize the draft law and prepare an agreed upon 
version. At the same time, representatives of the Cabinet of Ministers, trade unions and associations of 
employers were to be included in the composition of a conciliation commission.
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However, on 30 June 2021 Parliament again adopted the draft trade union law with only slight changes 
from the initial text. The draft bill again violated international norms by establishing strict frameworks 
and conditions for internal trade union procedures and activities.

Again, protest letters from the international trade union movement and non-governmental organizations 
were sent to the country’s leadership, and about 70,000 signatures against the draft bill were collected. 
And once again this campaign was successful, as in August 2021 the President vetoed the draft trade 
union law for the second time (24.kg 2021). 

4.2.3. Trade union responses to labour reforms in Georgia
While in Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan trade unions have been fighting against government moves to adversely 
change labour and trade union laws, in Georgia unions are fighting to gain back worker and trade union 
rights that were lost in 2006, when the new Labour Code was adopted. 

During the pandemic, Georgian trade unions were able to campaign for Labour Code amendments to 
expand labour and trade union rights – and achieved an important victory. 

The trade union campaign to amend the Labour Code started in 2006, when the Georgian Government 
first adopted the Code, which was condemned by trade unions as being discriminatory against both 
employees and the unions that represent them. The new law put strict limitations on the right to 
strike, introduced sanctions for “illegal” strikes, and allowed employers to dismiss workers more 
easily without prior notification. The ILO’s Committee of Experts on the Application of Conventions 
and Recommendations (CEACR) criticized the Labour Code for “not appear[ing] to constitute sufficient 
protection against anti-union discrimination” for workers starting employment or being dismissed.4 

In 2006, Georgian trade unions did not have the capacity to effectively act against the new Labour Code. 
However, their capacities grew over the next few years in multiple arenas as trade unions made several 
structural reforms; started to organize new sectors, including self-employed workers; developed social 
dialogue platforms; and built-up solidarity relations with the international labour movement and civil 
society organizations in Georgia. 

All of these changes strengthened the voice of Georgian trade unions, and they started to organize 
protest actions against the Labour Code together with other the civil society organizations and with the 
active support of the international labour movement (Zhvania 2012). 

The change of the Georgian Government in 2012 made it possible to intensify the campaign to change 
the Labour Code. In 2013, the first amendments to the Labour Code were adopted by the Georgian 
Parliament. The new legislation provided some protection against anti-union discrimination; increased 
paid leave for people in hazardous occupations; prohibited dismissal of pregnant women; increased the 
duration of temporary disability provisions; and gave more clarity to the collective bargaining process 
(Equal Times 2013).

For trade unions, this represented an important step forward, but they also recognized that the code 
continued to have many loopholes and gaps that allowed employers to use short-term labour contracts 
to apply pressure on trade union activists and trade union leaders. This ultimately meant that freedom 
of association and the right of collective bargaining continued to be restricted.

Therefore, trade unions continued their campaign for labour reform and decided to include the demand 
to establish a Labour Inspectorate, as in 2013 Georgia was the only country in Europe without one (Equal 
Times 2013).

4   CEACR, Observation – Right to Organise and Collective Bargaining Convention, 1949 (No. 98) – Georgia, adopted 2007, 
published 97th Session, International Labour Conference, 2008.
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The creation of a state Labour Inspectorate and the passage of an OSH law took place in 2018. The OSH 
law, however, placed strict limitations on the newly established Labour Inspectorate, such as restricting 
it to overseeing only specified industrial sectors with hard, harmful or hazardous working conditions, 
and allowing for voluntary compliance by enterprises with advance-notice inspections. 

Georgian trade unions were not fully satisfied with the limited mandate of the Labour Inspectorate, but 
its creation was still a victory for trade unions and emblematic of their step-by-step efforts to gain back 
the rights that were lost in 2006. During these years of working within an anti-union legal framework, 
Georgian trade unions learned important lessons on how to act and how to protect workers’ rights in 
such an environment (GTUC, n.d.). 

For example, as trade unions in Georgia had no legally defined right to conduct wage negotiations, 
employers quite often refused to sign collective bargaining agreements even though they had met with 
the trade unions and negotiated different labour issues. Trade unions had developed a unique tactic 
of drawing up the minutes of the negotiations which were signed by both sides, the employer and the 
union. Such minutes could subsequently be used in court in cases where an employer has infringed upon 
the agreed conditions (BWI 2019a).

At the same time, despite strict legal limitations to organizing strikes, trade unions managed to organize 
massive strikes resulting in significant wins for workers. For example, in 2013, Georgia’s unions won an 
important victory over the Georgian Railways management, which had refused to negotiate on three 
key issues, provoking a strike by 6,000 workers. Once the strike was launched, the employer agreed to 
negotiations, and an agreement was reached on overtime pay, a fair bonus system and bonuses for the 
length of service and qualifications (ITUC 2013).

Ongoing campaigns by Georgian trade unions to reform labour laws finally resulted in an important 
victory in September 2020, when Georgia’s Parliament approved several amendments to labour law, 
such as the expansion of the mandate of the Labour Inspectorate. Previously, the Labour Inspectorate 
could only check OSH violations and needed to give warning or have a court order to access workplaces. 
These requirements were removed; the Labour Inspectorate got the mandate to oversee all labour 
rights in Georgia, identify violations, warn and fine employers, and in some cases temporarily suspend 
workplaces over poorly implemented labour rights.

Furthermore, approved amendments to the Labour Code included new provisions on anti-discrimination 
and gender equality, mandatory daily and weekly rest time, and better protection for interns, part-time 
workers, pregnant women and new mothers (IndustriAll 2020).

This case study has shown that trade union action is possible in a legal environment that is complicated 
for trade union action. On the one hand, it can be seen that union actions are the key tool for union 
revitalization. On the other hand, it is also these union actions that prompt trade unions to build an 
institutional framework that allows for trade union renewal. 

4.2.4. Lessons learned from the case studies on trade union actions in 
complicated political and legal environments
The examples of trade unions’ actions in Ukraine, Kyrgyzstan and Georgia to address unfavorable 
political and legal environments for labour and trade union rights provide lessons for the development 
of possible revitalization scenarios for trade unions in general. 

The three cases show that well-established institutional frameworks to assure union independence 
provide trade unions with the necessary protection to act, despite government anti-union policies. 
Therefore, government initiatives to change these fundamental freedoms were understood by trade 
unions as a “matter of life and death”, which obliged them to collaborate across unions and to mobilize 
large numbers of their memberships. And this is precisely what they did.
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The experiences above are examples of learning by doing. Faced with such challenges, unions were 
obliged to: 

 X strengthen their capacity on international labour standards and the supervisory mechanisms of the 
ILO; 

 X campaign together with the regional and international labour movement; and

 X use new campaign tools, like digital platforms, social media and online petitions. 

By recognizing and embracing these needs, trade unions took action, and thereby strengthened their 
capacity over time. They learned from both successes and failures, and recalibrated their approaches 
accordingly.

In the three countries, the publicity derived from trade union actions enabled trade unions to bring 
the labour and trade union agenda into the public discourse, and trade unions appealed publicly and 
directly to workers and trade union members. Mass mobilizations in support of trade union positions 
demonstrated that unions had managed to start a process of rebuilding trust in trade unions. 

What is equally important is that trade unions were able to counter arguments and convince the public 
that the changing nature of the world of work in no way justifies the deterioration of labour and trade 
union rights.

4.3. Trade union agendas to address outward 
labour migration in a time of globalization
In the following section, trade union initiatives to address labour migration from the Republic of 
Moldova and Kyrgyzstan will be analysed, particularly in a context of integrated labour markets and 
unexpected challenges due to COVID-19.

Labour migration has a strong impact on both sending and receiving countries. Above it was mentioned 
that the countries under review face a serious outflow of labour due to intense migration. Workers from 
Georgia, the Republic of Moldova and Ukraine are largely oriented towards the European Union (EU) 
labour market, while Kyrgyz workers seek employment mainly in the Russian Federation. 

4.3.1. Organizing across borders: Moldovan trade union responses to 
addressing outward labour migration from the Republic of Moldova
In the Republic of Moldova poor wage and employment opportunities push workers to seek jobs abroad. 
Before the Association Agreement with the EU, the top destination country for labour migrants was 
the Russian Federation, but in recent years the EU countries have become the priority destination for 
Moldovan migrant workers, especially Germany and Italy. There are also many Moldovan migrants in 
Israel working in the construction and agricultural sectors (ILO 2021b). 

Despite various programmes to promote the return of migrant workers back to the country, migration 
outflows have not been decreasing. Moldovan trade unions strongly believe that to stop labour 
migration from the country, wages should be increased and working conditions improved (CNSM, n.d.b). 
Consequently, trade unions in the Republic of Moldova started to build up collaborations with trade 
unions in the countries of destination for Moldovan migrant workers. 

A good example of such cooperation is the agreement between the Trade Union Federation of 
Construction and Building Materials Workers of the Republic of Moldova (SINDICONS), and the 
Federation of Construction and Woodworking Unions of Israel (Histadrut), which was signed in 2019. 
The goal of the agreement is to ensure the protection Moldovan migrants working on construction 
sites in Israel. The agreement was made in response to the bilateral intergovernmental agreement 
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signed between the governments of the Republic of Moldova and Israel on temporary employment 
of workers from the Republic of Moldova in Israel. After the agreement was signed, trade unions 
approached the National Employment Agency in the Republic of Moldova to discuss the provisions of 
the bilateral intergovernmental agreement and to provide recommendations on the implementation of 
the agreement to ensure decent work, safety and health, and fair wages for Moldovan workers in Israel. 
The Government also committed to providing necessary information to the trade unions to strengthen 
cooperation. 

Other sectoral trade unions and the National Trade Union Confederation of Moldova (CNSM) also built 
relationships to enhance collaboration with European trade unions to ensure the protection of Moldovan 
migrant workers’ rights in the EU. In this respect, cooperation with Romanian trade unions played a 
crucial role in strengthening the capacities of Moldovan trade unions to protect Moldovan workers not 
only Romania, but also in other countries in the EU (CNSM, n.d.b).

The COVID-19 crisis aggravated existing challenges for Moldovan labour migrants. In March 2020 alone, 
more than 40,000 Moldovan citizens came back to the country and around 7,000 were seeking help to 
return home. Most of the workers were employed in Italy, Spain, France and Israel, and they were among 
those workers that were hardest hit by the wave of factory closures and temporary layoffs as well as the 
almost complete shut-down of certain sectors, such as tourism, across Europe (Ratha et al. 2020). 

Established cooperation between Moldovan and, for instance, Romanian trade unions has shown itself 
to be instrumental to mitigating the adverse effects of the COVID-19 crisis for Moldovan migrant workers 
abroad (CNSM, n.d.b). 

4.3.2. Before and after departure: Organizing migrant workers in 
Kyrgyzstan
While the Moldovan trade unions focused on strengthening cooperative relationships with unions in 
destination countries, in Kyrgyzstan, trade unions started directly organizing Kyrgyz migrant workers 
in trade unions. 

The main destination country for migrant workers from Kyrgyzstan is the Russia Federation. Often, 
Kyrgyz migrants work as low-skilled workers in the construction, catering, retail or utilities sectors. 
As Kyrgyzstan is a member of the Eurasian Economic Union (EAEU), Kyrgyz workers do not need 
work permits to work in the Russian Federation. However, the EAEU does not have clear regulations 
or migration policies, and migrant workers often face violations of their labour rights, including the 
absence of employment contracts, unpaid wages and poor OSH conditions. Also, it is often challenging 
for migrant workers to understand Russian labour and migration laws (Niyazaliev 2018). 

Even so, labour migration from Kyrgyzstan is a massive phenomenon, and various civil society 
organizations help Kyrgyz migrant workers who are in distress or who are experiencing violations of 
their rights. However, migrant workers themselves told human rights lawyers that they would like to have 
an organization where they could come together to share their experiences and warn each other about 
the possible challenges they could face while working abroad (Niyazaliev 2018).

To this end, the Kyrgyz Trade Union of Labour Migrants was founded in 2019, and held its first Congress 
in October of that year. By the time of the Congress, more than 2,000 migrant workers had already 
joined the union. A human rights lawyer who used to help migrant workers in distress was elected as the 
president of the trade union. The Kyrgyz Trade Union of Labour Migrants has independent status, but 
it works closely with the sectoral trade union affiliated to the Federation of Trade Unions of Kyrgyzstan. 
Migrant workers pay trade union fees that are low and largely symbolic in nature, but that serves to 
reaffirm membership (Abdumomunov 2019). 
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The Trade Union of Labour Migrants focuses on several key areas, such as pre-departure labour rights 
trainings; maintaining an electronic membership database; and partnering with Russian unions that 
organize migrant workers. 

As part of pre-departure trainings, the trade union provides extensive information about the legal rights 
of migrant workers in the Russian Federation, warnings about possible abuse, and broader rules and 
customs in the Russian Federation to help migrant workers to better adapt in the destination country. 
All migrant workers receive contacts of the Russian New Trade Unions, which organizes and protects 
migrant workers in the Russian Federation. 

The Kyrgyz Trade Union of Labour Migrants and the Russian New Trade Unions signed a cooperation 
agreement during the founding Congress in 2019. The New Trade Unions committed to helping Kyrgyz 
migrant workers if they face violations of their labour rights or if they just need to get consultation. The 
leadership of both unions acknowledged that for migrant workers it is essential to know an organization 
they can go to in the event they have a problem. 

The Trade Union of Labour Migrants also aimed to build an electronic membership database with 
information on where each member works, how to contact them, and any problems the member faces. 
The trade union normally collects most of this information during pre-departure trainings. In addition 
to being an important tool for the trade union to connect with and assist union members, the database 
has also been a help to family members who cannot reach migrant workers abroad and have asked the 
union for assistance. 

When the COVID-19 crisis started, hundreds of migrant workers from Kyrgyzstan were stranded at 
various airports after the Russian Federation closed its borders. The trade union worked closely with the 
Kyrgyzstan government on repatriations and stayed in contact with trade union members, providing 
them with the most relevant information regarding repatriation rules and COVID-19 restrictions. 

4.3.3. Lessons learned from the case studies concerning trade union 
agendas to address outward labour migration
Before and during the COVID-19 pandemic, the cooperation agreements between trade unions of 
migrant sending and receiving countries have contributed to strengthening the enforcement of bilateral 
government agreements and has put the decent work agenda of migrant workers front and center 
in the cooperation between both countries. Furthermore, trade union collaborations across borders 
between migrant sending and receiving countries have shown to be instrumental in defending migrant 
workers’ rights at moments when they need them most. In addition to the examples from the Republic of 
Moldova and Kyrgyzstan, the German trade union IG BAU (Industriegewerkschaft Bauen-Agrar-Umwelt), 
for instance, has developed mobile membership models for migrant workers, allowing them to pay 
reduced membership fees and allowing them to join the union even before departure from their home 
countries. This means that when migrant workers arrive in Germany, they can already rely on union 
support and get legal assistance (IG BAU, n.d.).
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	X 5. Conclusions and the way forward

The study brought together seven case-studies of trade union revitalization from Georgia, the Republic 
of Moldova, Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan. In the analysis of trade union development in the four countries 
it was shown that trade unions face continued membership decline following the fall of the Soviet Union, 
caused by various internal and external challenges. Trade unions’ attempts to proactively combat these 
challenges can be considered as positive signals of trade union revitalization. 

In the context of the global COVID-19 crisis, this paper has highlighted two cases of digital activism in 
Ukraine and Kyrgyzstan, which allowed trade unions to stay connected with their members as well as 
educate, mobilize and campaign. 

Three case studies in Georgia, Kyrgyzstan and Ukraine assessed trade union revitalization in a 
politically and legally complicated environment, where basic labour and trade union rights are under 
pressure. The case studies demonstrate that union action is the key tool for union revitalization, in part 
because engaging in union action prompts the building of an institutional framework for trade union 
revitalization. The case studies showed that campaigns can be long and suffer setbacks, but they also 
allowed for learning by doing, the strengthening of collaborations across borders, the exploration of new 
digital campaign tools, and the opportunity to engage with public opinion. 

The COVID-19 pandemic put the vulnerability of particular groups of workers, such as migrant workers, 
in the spotlights. As both the Republic of Moldova and Kyrgyzstan are countries with strong migration 
outflows, trade unions started to organize these migrant workers and to build collaborations across 
national borders with trade unions in receiving countries. These actions serve to arm migrant workers 
with vital information for their time in the country of destination, and provide resources and contacts for 
them to utilize in the event that their rights are violated or they otherwise experience difficulties.

While this study focuses on trade union revitalization by examining positive and innovative examples of 
trade unions organizing underrepresented groups of workers, providing innovative services on emerging 
topics, addressing trade union internal governance and entering new coalitions and collaborations, other 
important issues – such as trade union marginalization, dualization or replacement – may also be taking 
place at the same time, in the same country or sector. However, what is most important for union leaders 
if they are keen to revitalize their unions is to have their finger on the pulse of the ever-changing needs 
of workers. 
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