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Employees stage protests
A controversial
boss : Benoît
Battistelli,
President of the
European Patent
Office in Munich
(picture by Alessandra
Schallenberger)

Do new regulations about sickness management and
disciplinary procedures violate basic rights of employees?
Many employees of the European Patent Office in Munich are
extremely dissatisfied with their boss Benoît Battistelli and his
management. It is possible that a second strike may take place.
Original text (DE) by Christopher Schrader
The conflict at the EPO between staff and management is still on-going.
After the end of a strike period last week, the President of the Office,
Benoît Battistelli, has now refused the organisation of a new vote for a
call to strike, while according to the strike rules put in place by himself
he would be obliged to do so.
The conflict in the International Organisation, which has its
headquarters in Munich, concerns, among other, said strike
regulations but also questions about how staff is treated in case of
sickness and during disciplinary procedures. A large part of staff
consider the new rules, which were requested by the President and
voted by the Administrative Council of the Organisation, as violating
their basic rights. Battistelli refutes these allegations.
It would appear that the new call for strike was initiated by a group of
employees at the EPO-site of The Hague. More than 1000 signatures
were collected and presented to the management of the Office at the
end of the month of October. At that point in time a strike, originally
called for by Munich staff and extended to the whole of the Office by
vote, was still on-going. The two groups of staff have submitted claims
which overlap to some extent; the individuals at the origin of the
initiatives have remained anonymous, out of fear of repressive actions,
as they say. About 3700 people are employed at the Munich site.
According to the strike rules laid down in the Statute of the employees
of the EPO, last Sunday would have been the latest date for the

President to organise the vote. He however declined to do so and
informed the staff accordingly in an internal Communiqué. The
spokesman of the Office, Oswald Schröder, said that "a new strike
cannot be initiated as long as another strike is still on-going" . He
refused to indicate on which part of the rules the management of the
Office bases its decision. In the relevant rules, as known to the SZ
[Süddeutsche Zeitung] and to the staff, such a restriction is not
foreseen. In addition, Battistelli has requested that the organisers
nominate a representative, which is not foreseen in the regulations
either. The Central Staff Committee has drawn the attention of the
President to this aspect at an earlier stage and had advised against a
refusal to hold a new vote in order to prevent a further escalation of
the conflict.
The situation has deteriorated because the intiators in the Hague have
called for "lawful resistance" against the current conditions in the
Office in a English language document where they criticised "Mr.
Battistelli's Reich". The President of the Office, who is a French
national, has asked apologies from the Staff Committee who was, until
then, only marginally involved, because apparently he considered
these terms as referring to the Nazi era and to the French Résistance.
In reply, the authors apologized for the use of the term "Reich". The
Staff Committee explained that the staff considered the management
style of Mr. Battistelli as "highly authoritarian" and based on
intimidation rather than on consensus.
EPO-spokesman Schröder however declared that during a meeting
between the President and The Staff Committee last Wednesday the
dialogue has been restablished. "We see more constructive elements
than destructive ones". One of the claims of the dissatisfied staff had
been fulfilled by Battistelli in the meantime. He refrained from
introducing a personal bonus linked to individual performance. A large
number of staff as well as external experts are afraid that a special
payment of this kind could result in a conflict of interest for the patent
examiners.

