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An Inexorable Conflict
EPO staff call off an officially approved demonstration – because the President bans it
On one occasion, such a large number of staff - reportedly 2000 - arrived with their banners
and placards that the police had to cordon off the street in front of the building with the
dark glass façade beside the Isar. They had taken to the streets to protest against the
management style of the man who sits – some would say “resides” – on the top floor: Benoît
Battistelli, President of the European Patent Office (EPO), an international organisation with
its very own rules – “a state within a state”. A state which for quite some time now has been
in a virtual state of war.
All those who object to Battistelli’s new rules had planned to march again today. The route
along the Isar would have brought them to the British Consulate General, just like previous
actions which had taken place at the French and Danish Consulates. The EPO’s Staff Union
SUEPO unexpectedly called off the officially approved demonstration: not of its own volition,
however, but because the President had threatened the demonstrators with massive
disciplinary consequences. This is confirmed by a document which the Süddeutsche Zeitung
has seen. The Office management claimed that the demonstration was “contrary to the
interests of the Office” and was likely to damage the EPO’s reputation. Staff members
participating in the organisation of the demonstration were warned that they were in breach
of the legal framework applicable to their contracts. In a letter to SUEPO, the President
stated that the organisers would be held liable for their actions.
This de facto demonstration ban, represents a new peak in a conflict whose intensity has
been escalating during recent months. It is a conflict which has by now reached a point
where not even senior EPO representatives see any hope of a resolution. For quite some
time now staff representatives have been fighting against the President and his plans for
reform. The aim of these reforms is to provide a more efficient and cost-effective
management of the Office – and one aspect of this involves tackling certain long-established
“perks” which date from the early days of the EPO and which until now have contributed to
attractive remuneration and working conditions. Time and time again, EPO staff have
protested against what they consider to be the excessively brusque manner in which these
reforms have been forced through. They have taken to the streets and in the weeks before
Christmas they engaged in a strike action, albeit with diminishing participation towards the
end. According to staff representatives this was due to increased internal surveillance and
repression by management.
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The Frenchman Benoit Battistelli will remain at the head of the
European Patent Office until 2018. However, his management style has
been the subject of harsh criticism.

The demonstrators have consistently emphasised that as far as they are concerned, this is
not about money but rather about their fundamental rights, such as the freedom of
expression. They consider that these rights have been increasingly curtailed by the
President. Meanwhile, in attempting to justify the demonstration ban, Battistelli did not cite
the attacks on his person and management style but referred instead to those directed
against the two British delegates on the Administrative Council, the only supervisory body to
which the President is subordinate. This body which is composed of delegates from the EPO
member states is considered by its critics to be too much under the sway of the President.
On a number of recent occasions, it has bolstered Battistelli, in particular by prematurely
extending his term of office until 2018.
For this reason, the Staff Union wrote to the British Consulate General at the beginning of
February and requested a discussion: not just about the President but also about what they
considered to be the overly uncritical stance of the British delegation. Battistelli interpreted
this as a personal attack on the two representatives of a member state. Moreover,
discussions with member states are exclusively a matter for the Office – and by “Office”
Battistelli means those at the top, i.e. himself. The EPO was unable to provide an answer to
our question as to why Battistelli only decided to intervene now and why he did not raise
any objection to previous demonstrations and letters to diplomatic representatives.

