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Closure of the OPEL factory in Antwerp
For a future European industrial policy

Background:
General Motors, leading manufacturer in the car industry, found itself on the edge of

bankruptcy in 2008. It was bailed out by the US government with a federal aid of $9 billion
and announced its restructuring plans, with job cuts around 8000 and a reduction of 20%
in capacity in response to falling demand. GM planned to sell Opel to a consortium, which
could have lead to save at least a part of the workforce, but the deal was off when GM
decided Opel was part of its worldwide strategy. GM's car production in Europe is
concentrated in Germany, Belgium, Spain, Poland and the UK.

Closure - job cuts:

From 2001 onwards, when the first rumours about a possible closure of the Antwerp plant
started to circulate. The regional government of Flanders has given almost € 18 million in
direct support to Opel, while workers contributed for the new small SUV vehicle € 26
million per year since 2007 via wage cuts, bonuses and working time.! It seems that
whenever Opel needed help, the government and the workers were ready to open their
wallets. But now GM's European management has to restructure, both governments and
workers find that their calls remain unanswered. After a year of rumours and uncertainty,
the closure of the Opel plant in Antwerp was announced on the 21 January 2010 by Chief
Executive Nick Reilly, who explained it as "the unfortunate result of the current economic
and business reality". However, according to the European Works Council, the closure was
"one-sided and economically unreasonable". The EWC actually put down on the table a
proposal based on European solidarity and which would have led to the maintenance of
production in all plants across Europe. Despite this, Opel's management seems determined
to close the plant and feels it can behave with total disregard for the letter and the spirit of
the European Works Council Directive. It is an attack on the basic rules of the European
social model.

As a result, 2600 workers will lose their jobs when the factory will stop the production and
close in June - July 2010. Job losses at suppliers and part manufacturers are estimated
around 5000! Job cuts are also estimated in Germany, up to 4000. The models, formerly
produced in Antwerp will be manufactured mainly in South Korea and partly in Germany
(N.B. South Korea only needs the approval of the EP for entering a full free trade
agreement with the EU). In order to ensure the survival of Opel, GM is asking for € 2,7
billion in state aid. In the framework of the planned restructurings, GM has decided that it
has no place any more for Opel's Antwerp plant, even though this factory made a handsome
profit of € 3,4 million in 2009 - the annus horribilis of the European automobile industry.
And that was after it had already transferred € 30 million to GM Europe in order to help
cover others' losses.

! GME EWC press release of 21-Jan









