
Things are moving in the online 
trade. Rapid growth and labor 

struggles at Amazon are making 
headlines. A few big players are 
grabbing ever larger market shares. 
Amazon and the Otto Group (in-
cluding its subsidiaries, Otto, Baur, 
Alba, Hermes, Schwab and Heine) 
are particularly strong in Germany 
– but eBay and Zalando, too, are in 
the front ranks.
Leading the pack in this booming 
segment of retail sales is Amazon, 
with a sales volume of €6.8 billion 
in Germany in 2012. That’s approxi-
mately one quarter of all online 
sales. Worldwide, the mail-order gi-

ant from Seattle, USA, in fact sells 
€48 billion a year.
Close behind on the domestic mar-
ket is the Otto Group, with online 
sales of €3.7 billion in Germany, 
and €5.7 billion worldwide. Total 
sales volume, including catalogue 
orders, comes to €11.8 billion.
A comparison of these leaders 
shows some common features, but 
also some differences. Both of 
them are doing good business, but 
the Otto Group is tied to a union 
contract, under which workers are 
paid according to the wage agree-
ments for the retail and mail-order 
trades. But not Amazon: to date, no 

union wage contract protects the 
workers. Pay rates are set arbitrari-
ly by the employer. That gives Ama-
zon a major advantage over the 
competition in terms of labor costs. 
And employees lose several thou-
sand euros per year. That’s why our 
colleagues in Bad Hersfeld and 
Leipzig took part in the first strikes 
worldwide against Amazon in May. 
The trade union ver.di wants to 
force Amazon to recognize the 
wage agreement for the retail and 
mail-order trades.
In June and July, strikes also hit 
Hermes Fulfilment (see page 4).
 ANDREAS HAMANN
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A strong movement
Strikes at Amazon and Hermes Fulfilment for union rates and fair pay

Ph
ot

o:
 F

ot
ot

ea
m

 v
er

.d
i H

es
se

n,
 w

ob
e

At the Amazon strikes in Bad 
Hersfeld, a lot of young 
employees are contributing their 
energy and their ideas.
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lives, and we get new members. 
What makes it hard, of course, is the 
large number of workers on tempo-
rary contracts, who are much more 
hesitant about joining in. Notably, 
the willingness to strike has stayed 
steady in spite of the disinformation 
from the employer. Of the perma-
nent employees, at least half always 
come out.

Are you taking a breather now?
BS: No, we’re in constant touch 

with the active colleagues to dis-
cuss where we go from here. We’ve 
applied to the ver.di National Exec-
utive Board for more strike days in 
the second half of the year as part 
of our flexible labor struggle strate-
gy. This has been approved.

JL-M: Our orientation now is that 
we have to intensify the strikes. Of 
course that means we have to strike 
precisely when it hurts the most, in 
other words during the Christmas 
shopping season. And that starts in 
October, at the latest. Right now, 
we’re trying to intensify our ap-
proach toward those colleagues 
who haven’t participated as yet, to 
win them over, too.

What has surprised you the most, in 
positive terms, in recent months?

BS: It’s extremely positive that 
there are a large number of really 
active colleagues who are support-
ing the strike activities from inside 
the plant – both during preparation 
and during implementation. They 
have very good ideas, and they carry 
them through, too.
JL-M: In Leipzig, we set up a 
text-message distribution system, 
and the communications are run-
ning very well. We send out infor-
mation at night, and then the active 
members are there before the shift 
starts; they set up the tents and help 
with the other preparations. It’s a 
lot of fun. It’s really good that a lot 
of young workers are also taking 
part. They bring in a lot of energy 
and plenty of good ideas

have the security of a union con-
tract.
Jörg Lauenroth-Mago: All in all, 
we want to have influence on inde-
pendent developments in wages 
and salaries, and ensure that our 
employees are not dependent on 
the kindness and charity of the em-
ployer. Guarantees under a union 
contract on the higher level prevail-
ing in the retail and mail-order 
trades are worth much more than 
the individual decisions of business, 
which can be reversed again at any 
time.

The company denies that it is part of 
the retail and mail-order industry…

BS: Since the company sees itself 
as the world’s largest mail-order 
dealer, and the employees at Ama-
zon see it that way too, only one 
union contract could be considered: 
the skeleton wage agreement for 
the retail and mail-order trade. Am-
azon claims to be a logistics compa-
ny, and says that if it’s part of any 
industry at all, then it’s in the freight 
haulers and logistics industry, but 
they’re making a completely base-
less claim. After all, their forwarding 
activities are out-sourced and are 
handled by such service providers as 
DHL, Hermes and others.

How do you assess the participation in 
labor struggle activities so far?

BS: We have so far called the 
workers out on fifteen strike days, 
including two-day strikes in both 
Bad Hersfeld and Leipzig and a 
three-day strike in Bad Hersfeld. In 
Bad Hersfeld, for example, half the 
employees were on the picket line in 
both the early and late shifts. We 
increased our strength on every 
strike day, which was very encour-
aging.

JL-M: In Leipzig, too, strike par-
ticipation is continually rising, and 
has been nearly 100% in some de-
partments. Every time we go out, 
we get colleagues who’ve never 
been out on strike before in their 

The struggle at Amazon for 
better working conditions 

and recognition of the wage 
agreements for the retail and 
mail-order trades is being car-
ried out with great vigor. Here, 
ver.di negotiations and strike 
leaders, Bernhard Schiederig of 
Bad Hersfeld and Jörg Lauen-
roth-Mago of Leipzig, take 
stock of the situation so far.

Why is the blanket wage contract so 
important for Amazon employees?

Bernhard Schiederig: It’s really 
high time that our colleagues be 
able to assert legally secured claims 
to wages. Currently, they have to 
depend on their employer to decide 
according to his whim whether they 
are to get more money or not. We 
also want a legal right to vacation 
and Christmas pay. So far, nothing 
like that has existed at Amazon. Per-
sonal time off for special reasons 
should also be a matter of course, 
which means our people have to 

Interview Plenty of Power and Plenty of 
Good Ideas from Active Members

http://www.amazon-verdi.de

Active ver.di members have set up 
this link as an information and dis-
cussion platform, where plenty of 
background information about the 
Amazon Corporation and our goals in the current cam-
paign are described and discussed. All interested parties 
can participate with suggestions and comments.

The spirit of the work 
stoppages at both 
locations is militant and 
calmly confident.
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ver.di and Amazon: 
Also on Facebook
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which the general public is behind 
the employees is impressive,” said 
ver.di National Executive Commit-
tee Member Stefanie Nutzenberger 
in Bad Hersfeld in mid-June. 

ver.di President Frank Bsirske also 
sent a clear message to Amazon: 
“Our strike fund is full!”

In a solidarity message, the Trade 
Union Council of ver.di has as-

sured the strikers at Amazon of its 
full solidarity. Politicians of various 
parties, primarily the Left Party, the 
SPD and the Greens, have continu-
ally demonstrated their solidarity at 
the plants. “The solidarity with 

The Straight Stuff “We won’t let them steal  
our thunder!”

Current Events Solidarity 
is Strength

In both Bad Hersfeld and Leipzig, 97% of ver.di 
members voted to strike.

Work stoppage in Leipzig

For the first time in the company’s 
history, Amazon will be giving 

the workers a Christmas pay this 
year. “Everybody knows that this is 
the result of our strikes,” says Chris-
tian Krähling, speaker of the ver.di 
shop stewards in Bad Hersfeld. “A 
lot of people also know that this is 
an attempt to steal our thunder. But 
it’s not going to work.”

Criticizing Amazon

In the plant, the manner in which 
the money is to be distributed im-
mediately met with criticism, Chris-
tian Krähling reports. Amazon wants 
to pay €400 each in the pay group 

Levels 1 and 2, while the foremen, 
who are in Level 3, are to get €600. 
“Of course, people think that that’s 
unfair. After all, union scale Christ-
mas pay in the retail and mail-order 
trades is three or four times higher.”

As for the actual goal of the Am-
azon strike, shop steward speaker 
Krähling is optimistic: “If we keep 
on the way we’ve been going, we 
will be on a good path. Together, 
we can force through the skeleton 
wage agreement, but it’ll be a long 
struggle.” He reported that the 
spirit was very good on the nine 
strike days that had been carried 
out in Bad Hersfeld up to the end 
of July. A.Ha.

Christian Krähling
Photo: Fototeam ver.di Hessen, wobe
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clothing. That symbolized support 
for the union’s wage demands: in 
Hamburg, ver.di’s demands include 
150 more per month (�90 for train-
ees) and a preference regulation for 
union members. Participation in the 
actions was good, as ver.di plant 
representative André Kretschmar 
reported. Joining the picket line was 
Works Council Chair Olaf Brendel, 
who is also vice chair of the Group 
Works Council.

Hermes HF is the largest deliver-
ies and returns logistic company of 
the Otto Group, with four locations 

Together with employees from 
retail branches of Rewe, Penny, 

Marktkauf, Zara, H&M, Kaufhof and 
Real [supermarkets and hypermarkets] 
in Hamburg, colleagues at the deliv-
eries and returns logistic company 
Hermes Fulfilment (HF) went on 
strike on June 7 and 8 for better 
wages and salaries in the retail 
trade.

Many of them had already joined 
the ranks of the wage campaign at 
the end of April when ver.di shop 
stewards called upon them to show 
up at work wearing an item of red 

in Germany. Of the 5000 employ-
ees, 1200 work in Hamburg. In ad-
dition to better wage conditions, 
Brendel and the other ver.di activ-
ists have other goals, as part of Ot-
to’s restructuring project “Focus,” 
including job security, compatibility 
of job and family, and healthy, hu-
mane working conditions up to re-
tirement.

In Haldensleben, Saxony-Anhalt, 
Hermes Fulfilment employees par-
ticipated in industrial action on July 
20. A joint event with strikers from 
other companies was held on the 
parking lot of the Otto subsidiary. 
“With a part-time contract of 100 
hours a month, you get only �981 in 
Saxony-Anhalt, and that’s simply far 
too little,” ver.di chief negotiator 
Jörg Lauenroth-Mago said, explain-
ing the demand for better wages for 
employees of HF as well. A.Ha.

A nationwide meeting at which 
future actions at Amazon were 

discussed and coordinated by ver.di 
took place on 14 July in Erfurt. Em-
ployees at the German Amazon lo-
cations who are active union mem-
bers shared ideas with full-time 
trade union staff. The primary goal 
was to bind the Corporation to the 
skeleton wage contracts for the 
mail-order and retail trades, and to 
elect works councils at those sites 
where there is as yet no such in-

plant representation. A few days later, 
the next ver.di strikes took place: a 
one-day action in Leipzig on July 18 
and a three-day walkout in Bad 
Hersfeld on July 19, 20 and 22.

Current Events Hermes Employees 
Active in the Wage Campaign
Participating in strikes and other actions

Pickets of Hermes Fulfilment employees in Hamburg Photo: ver.di

https://mitgliedwerden.verdi.de
Unions are only 
strong because  
of their members. 
That’s just as  
true of ver.di at 
Amazon: the more 
members become 
active, the greater 
our chances are of 
achieving recogni-
tion of the wage 
agreements for the 
retail and mail-or-
der trades.

ver.di Meeting with Active 
Amazon Workers




