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In memoriam 
Claudio Stanzani (1948-2019)

Claudio Stanzani died on 27 December 
2019 at the age of 71 after a long battle 
with cancer. He began his activism 
at a very young age with the Italian 

Confederation of Trade Unions (CISL). In the years that 
followed the "Hot Autumn" of 1969, there was great 
mobilisation around the issue of occupational health and 
these struggles contributed to the renewal of the trade union 
movement. In 1974, Claudio joined the Centro Ricerche e 
Documentazione Rischi e Danni da Lavoro (Crd), the research 
centre on occupational risks directed by Gastone Marri (CGIL) 
which played an exceptional role in these struggles. Claudio’s 
commitment to a European trade unionism led to him living 
in Brussels for almost a decade. From 2004 to 2012, he was 
director of the Social Development Agency (SDA), supported 
by the European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC). 

Social policy in the European Union 1999-2019:  
the long and winding road 
Edited by Bart Vanhercke, Dalila Ghailani and Slavina Spasova 
with Philippe Pochet

This anniversary edition looks back at the main developments in 
EU social policymaking over the past two decades. Key questions 
addressed in this volume include: What was the place of the 
social dimension during the financial and economic crisis? Who 
has driven, and who has braked, EU social policymaking? Which 
instruments does the EU have at its disposal for 'market correcting' 
policies? And last but not least, what are the next steps in the further 
implementation of the EU’s social dimension, especially in the 
context of the European Pillar of Social Rights? 
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and Mikkel Mailand 

This book analyses the evolution of employment, job quality and 
labour relations in the public sector since the 2008 crisis in nine EU 
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Working under pressure
Employment, job quality and labour 
relations in Europe’s public sector 
since the crisis
—
Edited by 
Maarten Keune, Nuria Elena Ramos Martín and 
Mikkel Mailand
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COVID-19: follow us on etui.org for a fresh take

The preparation of this issue had just been completed when the coronavirus 
crisis hit. However, you will find in-depth monitoring of and reflections on this 
crisis on the website of the European Trade Union Institute (www.etui.org), 
including the Covid Social Impact platform, a European timeline of events, 
podcasts and blogs, as well as literature resources that are updated daily.
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Newsflash
England: rise in poor-quality work 
a key factor in the deterioration of 
public health

"England is faltering," declares the opening 
lines of the Marmot Review of Health 
Equity in England, published in February 
2020 and coordinated by esteemed 
epidemiologist Sir Michael Marmot, 
Director of the Institute of Health Equity. 
The life expectancy rate, which, alongside 
continuous improvements in health, had 
been rising steadily since the beginning of 
the twentieth century, has been slowing 
down since 2011 to an extent not witnessed 
for 120 years: a phenomenon not seen 
anywhere else in Europe. In the most 
deprived communities outside London  
it actually fell for part of the decade  
2010-2020. 

This is just one of the damning 
conclusions of the independent review, 
which reveals widening health inequalities 
in the country and a general deterioration 
in both physical and mental health. 
Since Marmot’s original 2010 report on 
health inequalities, commissioned by 
the then Secretary of State for Health, a 
decade of austerity policies has passed, 
implemented by successive Conservative-
led governments. While the link between 
austerity and health inequalities cannot 
be proved, such policies undeniably 
impact on what Marmot calls the "social 
determinants of health". 

One of the most significant factors 
contributing to deteriorating health 
outlined by the review is the rise in 
poor-quality work. While employment 
rates have increased since 2010, an 
increasing proportion of the population 
are working part-time, in insecure jobs 
and/or on zero-hour contracts. There has 
been a correspondent increase in work-
related stress, depression and anxiety. 
Furthermore, rates of in-work poverty 
have increased. The UK experienced 
negative growth in average annual real 
wage changes between 2007 and 2018 – 
alone amongst other European OECD 
members, with the exception of Italy, 
Portugal and Greece. Marmot warns 
that "It is not enough for the government 
simply to declare that austerity is over." 
Spending must be increased on education 
and youth services, the national living 
wage increased, and investments made 
into creating healthy and sustainable 
communities.

Putting an end to occupational 
cancer 

The European Federation of Public Service 
Unions (EPSU) and the European Biosafety 
Network (EBN) have launched a new 
campaign called 'Stop Cancer at Work'. The 
aim is to put an end to work-related cancer 
in the healthcare sector by preventing 
occupational exposure to carcinogenic, 
mutagenic and reprotoxic agents.

Some 13 million healthcare workers 
in Europe are potentially exposed to 
dangerous drugs which can have serious 
consequences unless a strict prevention 
policy is implemented. 

"Now, when health professionals are 
risking their lives to combat coronavirus, 
it is time for us to start caring properly 
for those who look after us," declared 
the Secretary of the European Biosafety 
Network, Ian Lindsley.

The aim for 2020 is to ensure the 
inclusion of the most dangerous drugs 
in the fourth revision of the Carcinogens 
and Mutagens Directive. The European 
Trade Union Confederation (ETUC), the 
European Federation of Public Service 
Unions (EPSU) and the European Biosafety 
Network (EBN) have all come together 
in this campaign. Other partners, such 
as the European Federation of Nurses’ 
Associations (EFN) and the Standing 
Committee of European Doctors (CPME), 
have all expressed their interest. The 
European Trade Union Institute (ETUI) 
will also contribute its expertise and help 
to publicise the campaign.

An online petition calling for 
immediate action will be submitted 
to Nicolas Schmit, the European 
Commissioner responsible for Employment 
and Social Affairs, as well as the European 
Parliament and the Council of Ministers of 
the European Union.

The campaign’s media activity is 
directed towards promoting the revision 
of European legislation. More information 
can be found at: www.stopcanceratwork.eu. 

A new website on breast cancer and 
occupational exposure to chemical 
products

The California Department of Public Health 
has just launched a web tool (http://cbcrp.
org/worker-exposure) allowing the state’s 
6.6 million working women to identify 
occupational exposures contributing to 
breast cancer risks. 

A total of 161 occupations have been 
analysed. For each of them, the tool lists 
the total number of women employed, 
the categories of chemical products 
enhancing the risk of developing breast 
cancer, and a detailed list of the various 
products in each category. For example, 
the occupation "sales assistant" shows a 
list of chemical products likely to enhance 
the risk of developing breast cancer, such 
as bisphenol A, which is used in printing 
till receipts, or the aromas used in many 
products. Entries such as "anti-cancer 
drugs", "hair dyes" or "cleaning products" 
produce a list of products as well as a list 
of exposed occupations. The criteria for 
listing products involve three possible 
health impacts: known and suspected 
carcinogens affecting the mammary 
glands, toxic substances for these glands, 
or endocrine disruptors.

The tool also provides an overview 
of health inequalities linked to the ethnic 
division of labour. It assesses the shares 
of different ethnic groups (according to 
the usual categories used in US statistics) 
in the exposed occupational groups. For 
instance, one finding is that 80% of female 
domestic staff are Hispanics, while this 
figure drops to 15% when looking at the 
management category. The tool also enables 
research into the age groups involved.

The goal of the tool is to provide 
accurate information on occupational 
exposure and to encourage measures for 
better prevention. It addresses both the 
research world (with a view to promoting 
research into the occupational risks leading 
to breast cancer) and women workers (with 
a view to facilitating collective action to 
eliminate such risks). The tool provides 
access to the compliance database run by 
the federal Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration (OSHA), which has data on 
each inspected company, showing which 
exposures to chemical risks have been 
identified there. This database covers the 
period 1984-2019.
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France: Uber drivers are employees, 
says the French Court of Cassation

On 4 March 2020, the French Court of 
Cassation ruled in favour of reclassifying 
the contractual relationship between Uber 
and one of its drivers. This is the second 
court ruling in France in favour of platform 
workers, coming in the wake of the one 
concerning Take Eat Easy, a former food 
delivery company. 

The dispute was all about the 
ambiguous employment status of 
platform workers. Although deemed to 
be self-employed, platform workers are 
often subject to the same relationship 
of subordination as that binding any 
employee to his/her employer. In the case 
at hand, the Court of Cassation ruled that 
the platform had the power to organise 
a driver’s work, to control its execution 
and to punish drivers for not complying 
with its rules. On the basis of the case law 
established in the "Société Générale" ruling 
of 13 November 1996, these three criteria 
constitute proof of legal subordination 
under French law. For its part, Uber put 
forward arguments upholding drivers’ 
flexibility and their freedom to work when 
they want – two notions not taken into 
account when defining subordination. 
Ruling that the driver’s status as a self-
employed worker was fictitious, the Court 
forced the company to reclassify the 
relationship as an employment contract.

This reclassification can be expected 
to benefit all Uber drivers, giving them 
access to better social security coverage. 
Moreover, anyone who so wishes can 
claim compensation, wages and interest in 
the case of non-observance of maximum 
working hours, concealed (i.e. undeclared) 
employment, or dismissal without due 
cause. According to Uber, 150 French 
drivers have applied or intend to apply 
for reclassification, i.e. just 0.2% of the 
platform’s current and past workforce.

This French ruling can be seen 
as part of a wider move contesting the 
status of platform workers in many EU 
Member States. According to ETUI senior 
researcher Christophe Degryse, "The 
increase in court cases in different Member 
States reflects the difficulty of interpreting 
existing social law in the face of new 
business models based on new technologies 
with their great potential to deregulate the 
labour market. A coordinated approach 
taking account of the many different forms 
of the platform economy would be a lot 
more appropriate and effective".

New online database for identifying 
endocrine disruptors

A team at the Institute of Mathematical 
Sciences in Chennai, India, has placed 
online a database which identifies 
686 endocrine disruptors. The database  
is called DEDuCT: Database on 
Endocrine-Disrupting Chemicals  
and their Toxicity Profiles.

DEDuCT is based on an analysis of 
existing scientific literature. More than 
16 000 articles have been reviewed. From 
a selection of 1 626 chemical agents, 
686 endocrine disruptors were identified, 
based on 1 796 publications. This new 
database complements the five databases 
already in existence across the world. 

In the European Union, no official 
database on endocrine disruptors currently 
exists. A list of priority substances 
for evaluation was created by the DG 
Environment in 2000. Under the REACH 
regulation, only 16 substances have so 
far been added to the list of substances of 
very high concern (the candidate list of 
substances for authorisation) due to their 
effects of endocrine disruption either on 
the environment or on human health. 

In September 2017, the European 
Commission adopted criteria for identifying 
endocrine disruptors as part of the 
regulation on biocides, and in November 
2018 it published a communication on its 
strategy for protecting citizens and the 
environment against the harmful effects of 
these substances.

However, according to Laurent Vogel, 
researcher at the European Trade Union 
Institute (ETUI), "The much too restrictive 
definition of criteria for endocrine 
disruption adopted by the European 
Commission in December 2017 is now an 
obstacle to an ambitious policy on public 
health and environmental protection. It 
is not very likely that the strategy adopted 
in 2018 will lead to significant progress. 
The issue of occupational exposure is 
dramatically underestimated and there 
is currently no Community legislation 
that specifically addresses the question of 
occupational risk prevention in relation to 
endocrine disruptors."

In favour of new rules for protecting 
against endocrine disruptors 
 
In a contribution to a public consultation 
organised by the European Commission, 
the European Trade Union Confederation 
(ETUC) stated that current legislation 
on endocrine disruptors was insufficient 
and inconsistent.

Endocrine disruptors interfere with 
a person’s hormone system, preventing it 
from functioning properly. As a result, they 
are linked to numerous harmful effects in 
exposed persons and their offspring: a drop 
in fertility, obesity, diabetes, etc. They are 
also thought to be a cause of the increase in 
hormone-sensitive cancers such as breast, 
prostate or thyroid cancer.

The ETUC has highlighted two 
priorities in dealing with this problem. 
Firstly, there is currently no European 
legislation on specific prevention rules 
regarding workplace exposure to endocrine 
disruptors. This gap is worrying, given 
that a wealth of data shows that in certain 
sectors workplace exposure is frequent, 
with severe health consequences. This 
is especially the case in such sectors 
as hairdressing, healthcare, cleaning, 
agriculture or the plastics industry. The 
inclusion of reprotoxic substances in the 
EU directive on the protection of workers 
from the risks related to exposure to 
carcinogens or mutagens at work would 
be a major step in the right direction. 
Numerous endocrine disruptors used 
in workplaces (such as bisphenol A and 
various phthalates) have already been 
identified as being reprotoxic.

Secondly, the European legislation 
dealing with endocrine disruptors in 
other fields is inconsistent. This is the 
case for the regulation on pesticides and 
biocides and the more general regulation 
on the marketing of chemical substances 
("REACH"). The ETUC is in favour of 
a classification of endocrine disruptors 
using the same principles as those 
applied to carcinogens. mutagens and 
reprotoxic substances. 

For Tony Musu, senior researcher 
at the ETUI, "There is no safe level of 
exposure below which endocrine disruptors 
have no harmful effects on health. This 
is why their substitution is a top priority. 
The choice of substitutes must be done in 
a way that eliminates the risk and doesn’t 
just replace one dangerous substance with 
another just as dangerous."
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Cleaning industry in France: mainly 
the domain of women and migrants 
without any other options

The cleaning sector employs a significant 
share of the mainland French population: 
almost two million people, or 8% of the 
labour force. According to studies, the 
sector is set to become the main provider of 
new jobs between now and 2022. A French 
study compiled by DARES, the Ministry 
of Labour’s research organisation, into 
employment and working conditions in the 
sector highlights three main characteristics 
(based on the results of a 2016 survey):
—  80% of the sector’s employees are women, 

though men dominate in sanitation and 
waste handling (90% men);

—  The proportion of non-French workers is 
twice as high as the average for the whole 
labour force (20% against 9%);

—  Working in the cleaning sector is rarely 
a choice. Among employees working 
less than a year in the sector, 60% were 
previously unemployed and for the most 
part receiving unemployment benefits. 
Just 10% had been in education.

Aurore Desjonquères, the author of the 
study, speaks of "fallback jobs", finding that 
only 17% of cleaning workers state that they 
would be happy for their children to work 
in this field. This figure is two times lower 
than the average for the whole labour force.

Working conditions are more difficult 
than for other unskilled workers. More than 
half of the jobs involve part-time work, while 
20% of cleaning employees have to work 
non-continuous hours spread out over the 
day. 71% of cleaning employees are exposed 
to repetitive work, 61% to chemical risks and 
52% to painful postures. 90% are exposed to 
at least one physical risk. 

This explains why more than three 
quarters of cleaning employees have 
experienced pain over the past twelve 
months, compared to just under two thirds 
for the whole labour force. Back pain is 
the most common form of pain. Another 
detracting factor is the lack of recognition. 
On the other hand, autonomy is higher than 
among other unskilled workers.

France: a report on the occupational 
health of firefighters

A new report published by ANSES, the 
French Agency for Food, Environmental 
and Occupational Health & Safety, reveals 
that firefighters are exposed to a host of 
risk factors every day: exposure to chemical 
substances generally given off by products 
when on fire, as well as to biological 
or even physical agents. They are also 
confronted with organisational constraints 
such as shift work, and with psychosocial 
constraints such as exposure to violence. 
The fire at the Lubrizol chemical plant in 
Rouen on 23 September 2019, in which 
some 900 firefighters tackled the blaze 
with insufficient protective equipment, 
revealed to what extent the risks related to 
a firefighter’s work are often neglected. 

In order to compile this report, 
ANSES organised an international 
consultation allowing the know-how 
of OSH agencies in different countries 
to be shared. Nine agencies from the 
United States, the Netherlands, Finland, 
Norway, Canada and the United Kingdom 
contributed to this survey.

The report does not stop at just 
reviewing our knowledge of the risks. It 
goes on to put forward recommendations 
aimed at improving prevention, as well as 
identifying fields in which we urgently need 
more systematic data. The report contains 
a summary of the prevention measures 
recommended in France and the other 
participating countries.

ANSES recommends the introduction 
of a database centralising the medical 
check-up data of professional, military 
and voluntary firefighters, as well as a 
monitoring of their activities, with a view 
to improving our knowledge on the health 
of French firefighters and the traceability of 
exposures and to identifying the activities 
with the greatest risks. It is important 
for such a database to be able to include 
all different activities of professional 
firefighters, even when they are working in 
a voluntary capacity.

Finally, ANSES recommends the 
effective introduction of medical check-
ups for firefighters who have left the fire 
service, with a view to better preventing 
longer-term risks.

Is glyphosate about to be banned 
in Mexico?

On 25 November 2019, Mexico’s Secretariat 
for the Environment and Natural 
Resources (equivalent to the Environment 
Ministry) banned the import of 1000 tons 
of glyphosate from the US to Mexico.

Victor Toledo, the head of this 
department, stated that this was an 
emergency measure and that the next step 
would be to ban glyphosate and more than 
a hundred other particularly dangerous 
pesticides. The decision was taken under 
the precautionary principle, and was 
immediately condemned by multinational 
company Bayer.

The debate over glyphosate escalated 
following the publication in September 
2019 of a study by a research team from the 
University of Guadalajara. The researchers 
detected a rise in the occurrence of 
chronic degenerative diseases among the 
population of Autlán de Navarro, a farming 
region in the State of Jalisco.

To identify the possible causes, urine 
from children attending kindergartens 
and primary and secondary schools was 
subjected to chemical analysis. Of the 
148 children examined, all had traces 
of various herbicides in their urine. The 
most recurrent substance, and also the 
most dangerous one, was glyphosate. 
The majority of the children showed 
pathological symptoms, such as nausea, 
vomiting and skin irritations.

The government’s initiative follows 
on from a recommendation adopted by 
the National Human Rights Committee 
(NHRC) on 28 December 2018. The 
NHRC had been referred to by 43 different 
plaintiffs, leading it to analyse pesticide 
regulations in Mexico, comparing them 
with the provisions in force in other 
countries and with international law. 
Coming to the conclusion that policy 
in this field was in breach of human 
rights, the NHRC came up with a set of 
recommendations for the various public 
authorities concerned.

Mexico could thus become the first 
Latin American country to ban glyphosate. 
The subcontinent has become a key market 
due to the increasing use of genetically 
modified organisms in agriculture: soya, 
for example, is particularly dependent on 
the use of toxic pesticides. A ban in Mexico 
would signal that the campaign is gaining 
momentum and could lead to a shift in 
Latin American policy. 
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Editorial
Banning glyphosate: 
a matter of democracy

Like asbestos in the latter half of the 20th 
century, the herbicide glyphosate lies at the 
heart of debates which can be deciphered 
only by taking into account its multiple di-
mensions. From farmers and trade unionists 
to environmental and health NGOs, many 
campaign groups are calling for its prohi-
bition. Vietnam and Thailand have already 
decided to impose a complete ban on its use, 
and Luxembourg will be the first country in 
the European Union to do so, commencing 
on 31 December 2020. A partial ban has been 
adopted in a number of other countries.

The pro-glyphosate camp, however, is 
strong. Where does its strength stem from? 
First and foremost, from the huge profits 
reaped by Monsanto, its main producer his-
torically. Global production of glyphosate in-
creased one hundred-fold between 1974 and 
2014. It is the active ingredient in the most 
commonly used herbicides in the world.

Glyphosate is a non-selective (or 'broad 
spectrum') herbicide. It is used, for example, 
on cereal and soybean crops, in fruit planta-
tions, and in cotton or sugar cane production. 
Moreover, it is used at different stages, from 
soil preparation prior to sowing right up to 
the stage immediately before harvesting for 
the purpose of speeding up plant maturation.

However, glyphosate’s commercial suc-
cess does not present the full picture. Back in 
the 1990s, Monsanto was developing geneti-
cally modified plants resistant to glyphosate. 
It filed patents on soybean and oilseed rape 
seeds as well as on the seeds of other market-
ed plants. In this process, it was adopting a 
dual strategy involving, on the one hand, the 
activities of seed companies, and on the oth-
er, that of pesticide manufacturers. In this 
way, a dependent relationship was developed 
among farmers, with their purchase of GMO 
(genetically modified organism) seeds entail-
ing an ever-increasing recourse to pesticides.

Today, four groups dominate this dual 
market, three of which have recently under-
gone mergers: Bayer bought Monsanto in 
September 2016; the merger between Dow 
Chemical and DuPont in 2019 created Corte-
va, a group specialising in seeds and pesti-
cides; and ChemChina absorbed Syngenta 
in 2017. The German multinational BASF 
completes the grouping. On the world stage, 
the agrochemicals industry is dominated 

by this four-headed oligopoly, which means 
that it enjoys a great capacity to influence, 
manipulate and, if required, corrupt. In the 
past, each of its components traditionally 
interacted in harmony with the dominant 
political power, including during the most 
tragic moments in history. German compa-
nies Bayer and BASF had both been part of 
IG-Farben under the Nazi regime, whereas 
Monsanto and Dow were revealed to be man-
ufacturers of Agent Orange during the Viet-
nam War, and ChemChina symbolises the 
conversion of the Chinese Communist Party 
elite to capitalism.

Forced to contend with this toxic four-
some, campaign groups have mobilised 
over the past 15 years to demand a ban on 
glyphosate. To begin with, these were vic-
tims’ associations, farm workers’ unions or 
environmental movements. Their action pro-
moted independent scientific research. An im-
pressive collection of studies on the damage 
caused to human health and the environment 
was gradually compiled. While the lawmakers 
generally remained passive, the judicature 
made a point of becoming involved. Pressure 
from the courts was felt most keenly in the 
United States where, as the number of pro-
ceedings brought continued to rise, Bayer’s 
case crumbled. In March 2019, the group was 
worth no more than 52 billion euros, less than 
half of its market valuation when it took over 
Monsanto. In June 2019, Bayer announced its 
intention to invest five billion euros into find-
ing alternatives to glyphosate.

This growing dispute exposes the struc-
tural bias in pesticide regulation. In the Euro-
pean Union and other parts of the world alike, 
regulatory agencies assess the risks and make 
the policy decisions on whether to authorise 
or prohibit pesticides. The feature common to 
all these agencies is that they ask manufactur-
ers to provide the relevant information in the 
matter concerned. The important features of 
the toxicology-related resources available are 
provided for use by risk producers. This con-
flict of interest is concealed by burdensome 
procedural rules, thus resulting in a signifi-
cant lack of transparency in the process.

As regards glyphosate, the systemic 
distortion of the regulatory process has taken 
on an almost caricatural dimension. Back in 
2015, the International Agency for Research 

on Cancer (IARC), an intergovernmental 
agency created by the World Health Organi-
zation (WHO) which plays no part in regula-
tion, was able to establish that glyphosate was 
a probable human carcinogen. Irrespective of 
this, the regulatory agencies on both sides of 
the Atlantic still had no qualms about declar-
ing that glyphosate does not cause cancer. 
And in December 2017, in spite of major con-
troversy, the European Commission renewed 
the marketing authorisation for glyphosate 
for a further five years.

The latest events are the stuff of crime 
novels. In 2017, the publication of the 'Mon-
santo Papers' by French daily newspaper Le 
Monde showed how the multinational was 
indulging in 'ghostwriting'. It arranged for its 
employees to write papers with the intention 
of casting doubt on the dangers of glyphosate. 
It then had those articles signed by suppos-
edly independent scientists. In March 2019, 
the General Court of the European Union 
annulled the decisions by the European Food 
Safety Authority (EFSA) to refuse access to 
the toxicity and carcinogenicity studies on 
glyphosate. Scrutiny of those studies led to 
an unexpected turn of events when, in Feb-
ruary 2020, toxicologist Christopher Portier  
undertook a reanalysis of the test results 
underlying the glyphosate authorisation in 
Europe and identified 37 significant tumour 
findings in the animals tested. To his mind, 
the regulatory agencies should have acknowl-
edged that "glyphosate can cause cancers in 
experimental animals". The icing on the cake 
was when one of the German laboratories 
used by Monsanto for three of those tests be-
came embroiled in a scandal in the aftermath 
of a feature broadcast on 15 October 2019 by 
German television channel ARD. One for-
mer employee bore witness that she had been 
asked to enhance the results if they did not 
meet expectations.

Beyond the scandals, the glyphosate 
issue shows how it is impossible to conduct 
a public health policy without democracy; 
nor does democracy come into play only in 
periodic elections. It is through social mobi-
lisation and those who are powerless or sub-
jugated taking control of their lives that true 
democracy can emerge and create systems of 
risk regulation that value human life more 
than corporate profit.•
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When work affects health from 
one generation to the next
The use of substances that are harmful to reproductive health (“reprotoxins”) 
is widespread in European workplaces. EU legislation regulates their impacts 
on consumers, treating them as akin to carcinogens. But it does not take the 
same approach when it comes to protecting workers.
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A scene from Dark 
Waters, Todd Haynes’ 
film that recounts the 
long legal saga of  
the DuPont trial in  
the United States.
Image: © Belga
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compensation for a farmer whose cattle herd 
had been decimated. People began sharing 
their experiences, and a large-scale epidemi-
ological study was organised. It found a high 
incidence of testicular, renal and liver cancers 
among those who had suffered exposure, and 
birth defects among their children.

The film follows the story up to 2015. By 
then, although some lawsuits were still ongo-
ing, hundreds of victims had already received 
substantial compensation. In February 2017, 
DuPont paid 671 million dollars to a group of 
3 550 victims, a sum that represented only a 
small loss to shareholders. In its best years, 
Teflon generated a billion dollars per annum 
for the company.

And so, a trial begins in the Netherlands 
just as a film comes out depicting the difficul-
ties of a legal saga that has lasted 20 years on 
the other side of the Atlantic.

"My life would have been different if I 
hadn’t worked in the packing department in 
DuPont’s Lycra factory in Dodrecht," says 
Romy Hardon, an employee there from 1977 
to 1988. She suffered a stillbirth and still 
visits her child’s grave every month. She had 
severe fertility problems that eventually re-
quired a hysterectomy. Romy began working 
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Coincidences sometimes suggest a deep-
er meaning: two stories from two different 
countries come together and reveal some-
thing fundamental about our world. On 
24 February 2020, a trial began in the Neth-
erlands, brought by 14 female workers and 
supported by the Dutch Federation of Trade 
Unions (Federatie Nederlandse Vakbewe-
ging, FNV), against their former employer 
DuPont.1 They had worked in a Lycra factory in 
Dordrecht2 and experienced years of expo-
sure to dimethylacetamide (DMA), a solvent 
that is reprotoxic.

A small loss for shareholders

In the same month, February 2020, Todd 
Haynes’ film Dark Waters opened in cinemas. 
It tells the story of a series of lawsuits against 
DuPont in the US. Hundreds of workers were 
exposed to perfluorooctanoic acid (PFOA), 
a substance with non-stick properties also 
known as C8, in a factory that made Teflon 
frying pans in Parkersburg, West Virginia. 
DuPont had known about PFOA’s high toxici-
ty since 1961 but production continued – even 
though, from 1981, some workers had babies 
with birth defects. The company simply took 
women off that production line. In 1989, Du-
Pont became aware that a high number of its 
workers were dying from leukaemia. A few 
months later, the incidence of renal cancer 
was also noted. In addition to workers, peo-
ple living near the plant were also affected 
by high concentrations of PFOA in the water 
supply. Lawyer Robert Bilott launched a first 
lawsuit against the company in 1998, seeking 

2. Depending on the 
country, the same fabric is 
sold as Spandex, Elastane 
or Lycra. DuPont brought 
all its textile production 
together in the Invista 
company, which was sold to 
Koch Industries in 2004.

The market has been flooded with new 
substances which have not been adequately 
risk-assessed.

1. Pien Heuts (2016) 
‘We didn’t know how 
dangerous it was.’ Former 
DuPont workers invoke 
the responsibility of the 
chemicals giant, HesaMag 
#14, p. 44.

for DuPont at the age of 17. Her father had 
worked at the same plant since 1962. He 
started out producing synthetic Orlon fabric 
and was then transferred to work on Teflon 
production. He died of cancer aged 46. In 
Europe, DuPont has never been investigated 
over its Teflon production. Another employ-
ee, Astrid Musig, is younger than Romy; she 
worked at the factory from 1989 until 2001, 
where she was exposed to DMA. Her husband 
produced Teflon. Their daughter Sandrina 
was born severely disabled. She is barely able 
to walk because of muscle weakness and has 
difficulty speaking. Her mental development 
is that of a four-year-old child.
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These substances can have an impact 
on the whole human reproductive cycle. They 
may affect fertility and pregnancy (causing, 
for example, stillbirth, miscarriage or prema-
ture birth). Parental exposure can also affect 
the embryo and endanger a child’s health be-
fore birth, raising the risks of conditions such 
as cancer, immune system problems, neuro-
logical and intellectual development, behav-
ioural problems and obesity.

The hormone diethylstilbestrol (DES), 
once commonly prescribed during pregnan-
cy, had more severe effects on daughters who 
had been exposed to it than on their mothers. 
Michael Skinner, an epigenetic researcher, 
explains: "When a pregnant woman ingests 
DES, her baby assimilates it too. And the sex-
ual cells for the next generation are already 
present in the baby. That’s how three gener-
ations come to be exposed to the hormone 
simultaneously and instantly." Skinner says 
that the structure of DES resembles that of 
bisphenol A, and it functions in the same way 
as DDT. In other words, this medicine works 
in a similar way to endocrine disruptors that 
have been very widely used in industry and 
agriculture.

There is a discrepancy between the 
attention given to these issues in the public 
health arena and their neglect in workplace 
health. Yet workplace exposure is an impor-
tant factor in harm to reproductive health. 
There is no precise estimate of the number 
of workers exposed in the EU: two million 
seems the lowest probable estimate. The 
probability of reprotoxin exposure is highest 
among the most disadvantaged, which repro-
duces health inequalities from one generation 
to the next.

Toxic ignorance

The lack of prevention is often put down to an 
absence of data, but this explanation is inad-
equate. Even in the case of substances whose 
reprotoxicity has long been recognised, pre-
vention has been far from sufficient. The ab-
sence of data is in itself the result of a lack of 
prevention. The lack of a sufficiently strin-
gent legal framework for prevention means 
data has not been collected. Ignorance is not 
inevitable.

Toxicology studies substances through 
laboratory tests, often conducted on animals, 
but many effects go unnoticed if testing is not 
extended over two generations. EU regulation 

acknowledged that the cause was also social 
and political. Workers’ health had been sacri-
ficed for company profit. Both Teflon and Ly-
cra are used to make mass market products. 
The chemical industry seems all-powerful, 
improving life with innovative products. Ly-
cra is held up as a symbol of modernity and 
innovation. It is promoted not as a fabric but 
the magic ingredient that ensures "a great fit, 
comfort and freedom of movement".

Three generations put at risk through 
a single exposure

Demeter, a database from the French Na-
tional Research and Safety Institute for the 
Prevention of Occupational Accidents and 
Diseases (INRS), provides information on 
almost 200 substances used in workplaces 
which are reprotoxic, and this list is far from 
exhaustive.

According to the European Union’s 
harmonised classification, there are 27 sub-
stances classed as reprotoxic in category 1A 
(proven to be toxic to humans), 234 in cat-
egory 1B (presumed to be toxic) and 150 in 
category 2 (suspected to be toxic). This clas-
sification includes just a small fraction of the 
substances on the market; there are an addi-
tional 4 700 substances notified as reprotoxic 
by manufacturers or importers in one of these 
three categories.

Classification lags far behind the reality 
in the market. In recent decades, many sub-
stances have been brought onto the market 
without sufficiently sensitive testing to deter-
mine their reprotoxicity. The market has been 
flooded with new substances which have not 
been adequately risk-assessed. Nanoparticles 
can, for example, cross the placental barrier 
that protects the embryo. Chinese research-
ers observed this in mice exposed to nanopar-
ticles of titanium dioxyde, a substance wide-
ly used for many different applications (in 
paint, sun cream, foodstuffs, medicines and 
toothpaste). A similar effect was observed in 
quantum dots, tiny semiconductor particles 
used in solar panels and medical imaging.

Endocrine disruptors also harm repro-
ductive health, but only a minority of them 
have been classed as reprotoxic. Procedures 
are slow and hampered by the chemical in-
dustry’s influence on regulatory bodies. 
Identifying endocrine disruptors is difficult 
because the European classification system 
does not recognise this category.

Exposure limits to avoid substitution

Romy and Astrid are far from being the only 
women affected, and men have experienced 
reproductive health problems too. The union 
spent four years trying to convince DuPont 
to compensate victims before launching le-
gal proceedings. DuPont could not have been 
unaware of the scientific literature showing 
DMA’s reprotoxicity. The company main-
tained that it had adhered to occupational 
exposure limits (OELs) and therefore bore no 
responsibility. A similar argument had been 
used in the case of PFOA-contaminated water 
in West Virginia, where a maximum concen-
tration value had been set so high that neither 
humans nor livestock were protected.

Several aspects link these cases beyond 
the fact that both involve DuPont.

Why invest in prevention when the 
risk’s workplace origin remains invisible to 
the people affected? The industry knew the 
toxicity of these substances but claimed it 
abided by the OELs. The public authorities re-
mained passive. They ascribed the OELs with 
a magical power to protect health, without 
considering the industry’s key role in setting 
them. The victims were working class or, in 
the case of local residents, belonged to low-in-
come groups. It took years for individual cases 
that had been experienced as personal trag-
edies to be linked to each other. A chemical 
cause was then identified in the workplace. 
But when it was discovered that toxicologi-
cal studies had existed for years and showed 
that the substance was reprotoxic, it had to be 
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There is a 
discrepancy between 
the attention given 
to these issues in the 
public health arena 
and their neglect in 
workplace health.
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is compulsory only for the highest production 
volumes (10 000 tonnes per producer per 
year), so the vast majority of substances on 
the market are exempt from such tests.

Epidemiology takes recorded ill health 
as its starting point and looks for its causes. It 
establishes whether a condition is more com-
mon in a group exposed to a risk factor than 
in a control group. Epidemiological research 
into the effect of workplace factors on repro-
ductive health needs to be developed. The 
PELAGIE study conducted in France shows 
the potential of such research. This is a lon-
gitudinal study that has monitored the state 
of health of a specific population at different 
points over a long period. It was set up in 
Brittany in 2002 and included 3 421 pregnant 
women. Its objective is to evaluate the long-
term consequences for pregnancy and child 
development of prenatal and childhood expo-
sure to various environmental and workplace 
contaminants. Children were assessed at the 
ages of two and six and are now being fol-
lowed up as adolescents. A subgroup of chil-
dren is the subject of a more detailed study of 
cognitive and psychological development and 
brain function. Among various results relat-
ing to the effects of maternal workplace ex-
posure, the study has found links between or-
ganic solvents and birth defects, and between 
organophosphate pesticides and childhood 
respiratory and allergic problems.

There is a third data source with great 
potential, but it comes up against the prob-
lem of the partitioning of public and work-
place health. The authorities that maintain 
records of birth defects do not collect in-
formation about parents’ jobs. Cancer re-
cords make it straightforward to identify 
childhood cancers, but the data is not linked 
to parental employment history. Collating 
data from different sources would remedy 
this. Pioneering studies have shown how 
far knowledge is being held back by failure 
to make use of these records. Finnish re-
searchers published a study in 1980 based 
on an analysis of their country’s register of 
birth defects. They focused on central nerv-
ous system defects and carried out detailed 
interviews with mothers to investigate their 
working conditions. Their study revealed the 
risk posed by organic solvents and industri-
al dust. More than 40 years later, a Danish 
team worked on cancer records and estab-
lished a link between childhood cancer and 
having a parent who worked in the paint in-
dustry. Another Danish team showed a link 
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between maternal exposure to diesel engine 
emissions and their children’s incidence of 
cancers of the central nervous system.

The European Commission ducks  
the issue

In EU legislation, reprotoxins are classed in 
the same category as carcinogens and muta-
gens. In issues of consumer or environmental 
protection, EU regulations rightly consider 
that the same rules must be applied to sub-
stances that share two essential characteris-
tics: their risk to human health is particularly 
high and often irreversible, and their effects 
may not present themselves for years, which 
makes them less visible.

This is the approach adopted by REACH 
(Registration, Evaluation, Authorisation and 
Restriction of Chemicals), the main regula-
tory instrument for how chemical substances 
are put on the market, and by many specific 
regulations for such things as pesticides, cos-
metics, biocides and waste.

The only exception is workplace health. 
An EU Directive on carcinogens has existed 
since 1990. In 1999, its scope was expand-
ed to include mutagens (substances which 
cause mutations in the human genome). In 
2002, the European Commission initiat-
ed a further revision of this Directive with 
the aim of bringing reprotoxins within its 
scope. There was already a general Direc-
tive on chemical agents dating from 1998. 
The preventative measures it specified were 

markedly less stringent than those on car-
cinogens. It contained just one mandatory 
reprotoxin OEL, for lead. This OEL was set at 
such a high level that it offered no protection 
against reproductive health risks. Dealing 
with reprotoxins through the provisions of 
the Chemical Agents Directive goes against 
the general approach of EU law, which rec-
ognises that these substances are a source of 
great concern and need to be subject to more 
stringent legislation.

The blanket blocking of the revision of 
the Directive on Carcinogens and Mutagens 
during José Manuel Barroso’s presidency of 
the Commission (2004-2014) wasted a decade. 
Several times, the European Parliament voted 
for a revision of the Directive and for bringing 
reprotoxins within its scope. Union organisa-
tions and some Member States3 backed this 
proposal.

However, when the European Com-
mission finally restarted the revision pro-
cess in 2016, it performed a surprise about-
turn on the question of reproductive risks. 
In May 2016, Marianne Thyssen, the EU 
Commissioner for Employment and Social 
Affairs at that time, stated that the impact 
study requested by the Commission "did not 
sufficiently clarify the costs and potential 
benefits" of extending the CMD to include 
reprotoxins.

Using a cost-benefit impact study to jus-
tify a political decision of this magnitude is 
especially shocking, as the study in question 
was bound to acknowledge the great uncer-
tainty surrounding its calculations.

This position of the European 
Commission is all the more 
puzzling because there has 
not been any lobbying from 
industry against the inclusion of 
reprotoxins in the Carcinogens 
and Mutagens Directive.

3. Six EU countries have 
already added reprotoxins 
to their domestic legislation 
on workplace carcinogens: 
Austria, Belgium, Czech 
Republic, Finland, France 
and Germany. In the case 
of Germany, there are some 
specific exemptions in the 
prevention requirements for 
reprotoxins.
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personal tragedy, and often experienced with-
out support and even with a sense of guilt.

In reality, reprotoxic risks affect both 
women and men. They result not from a sus-
ceptibility in the individual, but decisions 
made in the production process. Pregnan-
cy itself is a time of particular risk for some 
types of exposure, but that does not mean 
that prior periods are risk-free.

Bringing reprotoxic agents within the 
scope of the Carcinogens Directive would en-
able better prevention. It would also challenge 
the subordination of human reproduction to 
the imperatives of production. That is the main 
lesson from the Lycra and Teflon cases.•

Further reading

A longer version of this article with all of the 
references, sources and hyperlinks to the 
most important documents can be found at 
HesaMagPlus (www.etui.org).

Mengeot M.A. and Vogel L. (2008) Production 
and Reproduction – Stealing the health of future 
generations, ETUI, Brussels.

Mengeot M.A. in collaboration with Musu T. 
and Vogel L. (2016) Endocrine disruptors: an 
occupational risk in need of recognition, ETUI, 
Brussels.

Musu T. and Vogel L. (2018) Cancer risks in the 
workplace: better regulation, stronger protection, 
ETUI, Brussels.

Wriedt H. (2016) Reprotoxins that should be subject 
to limit values for workers’ exposure, ETUI, Brussels.

A patriarchal mindset

Aside from the workings of bureaucratic pow-
er, which meant that DG Employment was 
very unhappy that the European Parliament 
did not back its stance, there is a bigger ques-
tion about what underlies the trivialisation of 
risks to reproductive health in the workplace.

Since the late nineteenth century, con-
cern about the effects of some industrial 
toxins on future generations has produced 
laws in which the permanent or temporary 
exclusion of women has taken precedence 
over eliminating the cause. EU legislation is 
still in part based on this logic. Reproductive 
health in the workplace features only explic-
itly in one directive, the one which applies to 
pregnant women. Under this directive, pre-
ventative measures are triggered only when 
the woman tells her employer she is preg-
nant. Such a mechanism is ineffective from 
the point of view of prevention and creates 
discrimination against women. A pregnant 
woman, not the workplace risk, becomes the 
problem. As preventative measures current-
ly depend on women communicating in ad-
vance, they are rarely put in place before the 
tenth week of pregnancy. It is precisely during 
this period of gestation that the developing 
embryo is at greatest risk.

A powerful stereotype endures, which 
sees reprotoxic risks as a female problem: hu-
man reproduction, consigned to the private 
domain, should not create obstacles for indus-
trial production, the thinking goes. The triv-
ialisation of reprotoxic risk diffuses it within 
the general mass of chemical risks. No one 
would claim the birth of a child with serious 
birth defects is comparable to a skin irritation, 
but such health problems are considered a 

In 2017, as part of the first phase of 
the revision of the CMD, the European Par-
liament passed an amendment that adopted 
something the Commission itself had pro-
posed some 10 years earlier: the expansion of 
the scope of the CMD to include reprotoxins. 
The final approved text, the result of a com-
promise between the European Parliament 
and the Council of Ministers, was less clear-
cut. It required the Commission to reach a de-
cision on the possible inclusion of reprotoxins 
by no later than 31 March 2019.

Between 2017 and 2019, the Com-
mission’s position hardened, in part as a 
result of internal disagreement. The Direc-
torates-General responsible for regulating 
chemical risks (DG GROW and DG Envi-
ronment) considered it logical to ensure that 
workers benefit from the EU legislation, which 
applies the same regulation to carcinogens as 
to reprotoxins. Only the Directorate-General 
for Employment opposed this.

Faced with a firm deadline from Parlia-
ment and the Council, the Commission side-
stepped a decision. On the appointed date, 
it simply published a second, heavily biased 
impact study online to justify its inaction (see 
inset page 11).

This position is all the more puzzling 
because there has not been any lobbying from 
industry against the inclusion of reprotoxins. 
Far from it in fact. The chemical industry is in 
favour of it, as long as there are derogations 
for substances for which a health-based OEL 
has been made compulsory at European level. 
For other issues that would come under the 
revision to the Directive, such as emissions 
from diesel engines and crystalline silica, 
there has been intense industry lobbying, but 
not over reprotoxins.

In reality, reprotoxic risks affect both women 
and men. They result not from a susceptibility 
in the individual, but decisions made in the 
production process.
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The study contained multiple biases that led it to 
this conclusion. 

Firstly, it had to begin by evaluating the number 
of workers who would benefit from an extension 
of the Directive to include reprotoxins, for which 
there is no European data. 

The consortium used data from the Sumer survey 
conducted in France in 2010. It found that 1.5% 
of men and 0.6% of women were exposed at 
work to at least one of six reprotoxic agents. To 
compensate for this survey being limited to just 
six agents (or groups of agents), the consortium 
doubled the percentages. Nevertheless, there 
was still a serious underestimate of the real 
numbers affected. For example, the Sumer 
survey did not consider exposure to pesticides, 
which explains why their figure for exposure 
to agricultural reprotoxins is 0%. There is 
also no mention of cytostatic substances and 
other medicines whose reprotoxic effects are 
extensively documented. The survey indicated 
that 13% of employees are exposed to solvents. 
Some of these solvents are reprotoxic, such 
as N-Methyl-2-pyrrolidone (NMP) and DMF 
(N, N-Dimethylformamide), but although the 
consortium acknowledged the significance of 
endocrine disruptors, it did not factor them into 
its calculations.

Their second extrapolation is even more 
problematic. To extrapolate from the French 
data to the whole of the EU, the consultants 
drastically reduced the figures. They decided to 
divide the number of women exposed by a factor 
of 90 (compared to the Sumer survey) and men 
by a factor of 25*. According to the consortium, 
the number of men exposed to a reproductive 
health risk at work across the whole of the 
European Union is between 22 000 and 61 000, 
and for women the figure is between 3 000 and 
8 000. These figures are significantly lower than 
those recorded in France for just six agents.

However, no field data supported what appears 
to be a manipulation of the figures. The Sumer 
survey contains information on exposure 
intensity, frequency and the adoption of 
preventative measures. The consultants decided 
that only the most serious situations constituted 
a risk. They consequently concluded that the 
vast majority of workers who were exposed to 
reprotoxins in Europe ran no risk for themselves 
or their children. This reasoning was based 

on belief and manipulation. The belief was 
that reprotoxic substances are “threshold 
substances” and thus exposure would have no 
harmful effect on health if it remained below 
the occupational exposure limit. The example 
of lead suffices to show the inaccuracy of 
this assumption: as far as its neurotoxic 
effect on the embryo is concerned, there is no 
threshold below which the effect is zero. The 
manipulation was that the Sumer survey did 
not measure exposure.

The consortium put forward different 
estimates for the potential financial 
benefits of including reprotoxins in the 
Directive, which it judged marginal. The most 
generous estimate reckoned that preventing 
developmental damage represented a 
benefit of less than 100 million euros per 
year, and that preventing harm to fertility 
and pregnancy (including miscarriages 
and stillbirths) would amount to less than 
300 million euros per year.

It is worth recalling the words of Irving 
Selikoff, one of the pioneers in asbestos 
research: “Never forget that the numbers in 
your tables are human destinies, although the 
tears have been wiped away.” Will this warning 
be heeded to bring an effective response to a 
major problem of workplace health?

* This is the reduction factor for the highest estimate. 

For the lowest estimate, the consultants applied a 

reduction factor of 200 for women and 80 for men.

Reference

RPA, FOBIG, Mayer-Brown, Verisk 3E, Study 
to collect recent information relevant 
to modernising EU Occupational Safety 
and Health chemicals legislation with a 
particular emphasis on reprotoxic chemicals 
with the view to analyse the health, socio-
economic and environmental impacts in 
connection with possible amendments 
of Directive 2004/37/EC and Directive 
98/24/EC, 18 March 2019.

A fuller version of this article including all of 
the references can be found at HesaMagPlus 
(www.etui.org).

Dubious figures 
prolong legislative 
paralysis

On 12 December 2017, the first phase of  
the revision of the Directive on carcinogens  
in the workplace concluded with a compromise 
between the European Parliament and the 
Council of the European Union. The Commission 
was called upon to consider including 
reprotoxic substances within this Directive.  
The deadline was set for 31 March 2019.

The Commission’s response was cavalier. It did 
not take an official position by approving a 
communication or a declaration. Instead, it put 
a study on its website from a consortium of 
consultants which made immediately clear that 
it did “not necessarily represent the official 
opinion of the Commission”.

The study does not take into account recent 
developments in scientific knowledge. It is 
limited to examining six political options that 
range from “do nothing”, to a legislative plan, 
to extending the Directive on carcinogens 
to include all reprotoxic substances. 
Intermediate options were considered, such 
as inclusion with certain derogations, and 
merging existing directives. The methodology 
was a cost-benefit analysis.

The report concluded that the most attractive 
option, from an economic point of view, 
would be to include various reprotoxins in 
the Directive, but with multiple automatic 
derogations. This option is a cosmetic solution: 
it would bring reprotoxic substances within the 
Directive’s scope only to exclude them from 
the most significant preventative measures. 
A scientific committee would be required to 
determine whether a reprotoxin has an effect 
without a threshold before preventative 
requirements would be fully applied. This would 
be a lengthy process and would not be able 
to take into account the cocktail effect that 
results from multiple exposures. The solution 
negotiated between union organisations and 
chemical industry employers’ organisations was 
called “the most effective in terms of reducing 
reproductive risk”, but it would be the costliest 
option for businesses.

European news 6/6
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The real work 
of art
Special report coordinated by 
Mehmet Koksal and Laurent Vogel

It is not customary to consider art as work, in the 
same way that we do other forms of labour. This 
is partly because in many jobs, human creativity 
is stifled by hierarchical and oppressive structures 
and organisation; something not associated with 
the image of the free-spirited artist.

Perhaps the most glaring paradox of being an 
artist is that they depend on the high visibility of 
their work and yet they themselves are expected 
to disappear behind it. They are expected to act 
as if they had not worked in the same manner as 
any other worker, such as a cook or a truck driver. 
Even in the performing arts, the artist who plays 
guitar, sings, acts, or swings from a trapeze is 
often admired as if they were not working, as if 
their physical movements were guided by a sort 
of magic, as if the hours spent under the spotlight 
had not been prepared for in a long and intensive 
period of rehearsals and training. 

In our society, art is first and foremost a product 
whose value depends on a culture industry, private 

or public, the politics of which are determined 
without the participation of the artists themselves. 
The rules are fixed by others, just as they are in 
other industries, from cleaning to metal to retail. 

This issue explores several aspects of art as work. 
As a collective work of many, often invisible 
labourers. As a work generally carried out under 
conditions of great precarity and in which physical 
risks are often overlooked. As a work which 
often goes unpaid under the pretext that the 
practitioners are driven by passion. And indeed, 
what helps them to continue despite everything is 
enthusiasm: most artists have chosen their career. 
On the other hand, poor conditions are a reality, 
and collective action and struggle is difficult. 
It is hindered by the often precarious nature of 
the work and sometimes by the illusion that the 
finished product, the final “work of art”, erases 
the material reality of the labour that created it. 
Now and then, however, a collective momentum 
joyfully shakes up the order of things – as you will 
read in this issue. 
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Michael Maurissens, 
dance professor at the 
ZZT school (Zentrum für 
Zeitgenössischen Tanz), 
Cologne, Germany
Image: © Martine Zunini
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Journalist

Shall we dance?
Job insecurity at the Spanish National 
Ballet
The dismissal of the dancer María Fernández when she was three months 
pregnant highlights the insecure employment conditions to which dancers at the 
Spanish National Ballet are subject. The High Court of Justice (Tribunal Superior 
de Justicia), Madrid, has already ruled against the National Ballet 30 times or more 
for improper use of fixed-term employment contracts. The Court of Justice of the 
European Union has ruled to similar effect. It would appear that governments and 
businesses find it difficult to accept that artists too have employment rights.

The dancer María Fernández and 
the guitarist Enrique Bermúdez, 
who were both dismissed from  
the Spanish National Ballet.
Images: © Tania Castro (p. 14-18)
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María Fernández could never have imagined 
that one day she would find herself in a dole 
queue with a large, swollen belly. At 37 years 
old, this woman from Seville has climbed 
to the top of the dance world and, until July 
2019, was a mainstay of the Spanish Nation-
al Ballet (Ballet Nacional de España, BNE). 
María started dancing when she was six, and 
over time what began as a hobby became her 
work. Dance is a very demanding profession, 
both physically and mentally. After taking 
two courses at the Seville Conservatoire, one 
in classical dance and one in Spanish dance, 
María decided to move to Madrid shortly af-
ter turning 17. "When I got to Madrid, I found 
I was back at square one because the stand-
ard was extremely high. I spent all the money 
I’d saved on traineeships with the best danc-
ers, I worked for more than 12 hours a day 
including lessons, performances and tablaos 
[Flamenco night clubs]."

In both her everyday and working 
life, María has all the hallmarks of a fighter 
and, by giving her all, has carved out a bril-
liant professional career. Between 2001 and 
2012, she worked with the principal Spanish 
dance companies and even appeared in a film 
by Carlos Saura, one of the most influential 
and internationally recognised Spanish film 
directors. The years rushed by at breakneck 
speed: "In private companies, they hire you 
for one show," she explains. "You have to re-
hearse so that the performances are of a high 
standard, but the preparation time is nev-
er paid, so your days are never-ending: you 
rehearse with one company in the morning, 
another in the afternoon and play your role 
in the evening performance. You can’t even 

count the hours you spend working in a day – 
it’s gruelling. But your vocation is so strong 
that you just carry on at that pace."

In 2012, on the back of the experience 
she had gained, María auditioned for the 
Spanish National Ballet and was selected. 
The BNE is the country’s most prestigious 
dance company: its dancers and musicians 
are genuine virtuosos. It is part of the Na-
tional Institute of Performing Arts and Mu-
sic (Instituto Nacional de la Artes Escénicas 
y de la Música, INAEM), a body under the 
Ministry of Culture and Sport, and is respon-
sible for developing programmes related to 
the theatre, dance, music and circus. Addi-
tionally, as an INAEM production centre, 
the BNE has the responsibility of preserving 
the national ballet heritage. This means that 
its dancers must be capable not only of per-
forming the roles created by each new artistic 
management team, but also the BNE’s entire 
catalogue of works since its creation in 1978, 
namely 151 shows that are regularly staged.

Auditions for the Spanish National 
Ballet and the National Dance Company, the 
two corps de ballet under the INAEM, are 
very demanding. They are open competitions 
based on the principles of equality, merit, 

capability and publicity. Entry is traditionally 
determined by a single audition, and further 
auditions are held only to climb up the ranks 
of the ballet establishment.

In 2012, a successful audition led to 
María becoming a member of the BNE corps 
de ballet. In July 2016, she took a second au-
dition to become a solo dancer. Between 2012 
and 2019, she played a prominent role within 
the ballet. Sometimes she danced as a solo-
ist and sometimes, at the artistic director’s 
request, as a principal dancer, a rank higher 
than her own. When the BNE celebrated its 
40th anniversary in 2018, a photo of María 
featured on the promotional poster for the 
new season. So how was it that such a su-
premely skilled dancer was asked to re-audi-
tion and then dropped from the ballet only six 
months later, when she was pregnant?

The surreptitious departures from 
the Spanish National Ballet

In fact, María Fernández’s dismissal is not an 
isolated incident but rather the tip of an ice-
berg of temporary contracts that the directors 
of the National Ballet have used and misused. 
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Spanish National Ballet dancers’ fixed-term 
contracts are renewed each year. As a result, 
they may experience decades of job insecurity.
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Last August, the arrival of a new director 
from Seville, Rubén Olmos, heralded the 
booting out of 10 dancers and musicians like 
María. But the Ballet does not regard them as 
having been sacked; it merely informed them 
that their contracts had not been renewed. 
BNE dancers’ fixed-term contracts are re-
newed each year. As a result, they may expe-
rience decades of job insecurity.

One of the most high-profile cases is 
that of Enrique Bermúdez, a virtuoso flamen-
co guitarist, who joined the Spanish National 
Ballet in 1999 and had an impressive total of 
19 consecutive one-year fixed-term contracts. 
As he explains, the insecurity of artists’ cir-
cumstances is incredibly detrimental: "You 
can’t spend every August, year in, year out, 
wondering whether you’ll be working the fol-
lowing month. The stress is even higher each 
time there’s a change of director, because 
everyone knows that they all surround them-
selves with new people." 

At 45, the guitar player has been 
screened by four directors and is particular-
ly well known for preserving the Ballet’s his-
toric repertoire thanks to a rare gift: Enrique 
Bermúdez has absolute perfect pitch. In other 
words, he can identify a note without refer-
ence to a benchmark. Coupled with his audi-
tory memory, this skill has rescued the com-
pany from difficult situations because, more 
often than not, flamenco music is not written 
down. "Shortly after I joined the National 
Ballet, we encountered a serious problem. We 
were due to perform Grito, a show created by 
Antonio Canales in 1997, and nobody knew 
the music. I listened to the recordings and, 
thanks to God’s gift to me of perfect pitch, 
was able to transcribe the entire show in two 
days. When I did the falsetas (solo melodies 
played by the guitarist(s)), the second guitar 
bear-hugged me, tears in his eyes, because 
he’d been convinced he was already out on his 
ear. When I started, I was young, enthusiastic 
and had been playing by ear ever since I was 
tiny, so it wasn’t a problem for me." Bermúdez 
has composed the music for countless pieces. 
"The current director, Rubén Olmos, danced 
to my music when he was a member of the 
Ballet," he notes.

Another similar anecdote demonstrates 
the ongoing role played by Bermúdez in the 
BNE’s endeavours: the staging of Medea, 
a show created in 1984 using a score by the 
famous guitarist Manolo Sanlúcar. "In 2012, 
there was a proposal to stage Medea and, 
as no one had the music, they called Mano-
lo Sanlúcar back. The directors thought that 
Sanlúcar was asking for too much money, so 
they gave me the tricky job of re-transcrib-
ing the music from a CD, because I cost them 
nothing. That’s how we were able to stage 

Medea in 2013 in the Roman theatre at Méri-
da, with great success." The press applauded 
the artistic director, Antonio Najarro, and the 
Orchestra of Extremadura, and mentioned 
the BNE musicians in passing, among them 
one Enrique Bermúdez, who by ear had res-
urrected the entire score to no fanfare.

Mr Bermúdez is a mild-mannered mu-
sician who is rarely without a smile. But a 
shadow of bitterness passes over his face as 
he recalls the words of the flamenco singer 
Toni Maya, who died recently: "Do you know 
what Toni Maya said to me? He said, 'Enrique! 
What are you going to do with your career? 
Don’t join the ballet, you’ll give it the best 
years of your life, and then they’ll chew you up 
and spit you out, and all you’ll be able to do is 
cry.'" And that’s more or less what happened. 
Last August, following one of the demanding 
auditions the BNE randomly insists on, En-
rique was ranked fourth, but there were only 
three posts to fill. After 19 years of fixed-term 

"What the Madrid Court says in its 30 rulings 
is that the temporary contracts used by the 
INAEM do not fall within the scope of any 
fixed-term contract provided for in law, and  
that they are therefore illegal." 
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contracts, he was shown the door with no 
compensation, even though the Spanish High 
Court had already recognised his status as a 
permanent worker.

BNE employees have in fact been in-
volved in a series of bitter court disputes in 
recent years against their employer to defend 
their rights. This makes the dismissal of En-
rique and María even more incredible, as the 
BNE was aware that they were both waiting 
for the Supreme Court to give rulings in their 
cases. "Anyone who has not received a final 
verdict must audition," the BNE management 
told María and Enrique last July. 

One strike and more than 30 rulings

The High Court of Justice, Madrid, has de-
livered no fewer than 30 rulings against the 
INAEM for misuse of fixed-term contracts 
since 2013. Twenty-five of those rulings have 

Lawyer Isabel Lobera, 
who specialises in 
labour law.
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already been made final because the court has 
dismissed the appeals submitted by the IN-
AEM. The others are awaiting the judgment 
of the Supreme Court. However, the INAEM 
has not seen fit to change its staff manage-
ment practices. In August 2019, it applied to 
María, Enrique and 10 other artists the very 
procedure that had, on 30 occasions, resulted 
in a ruling from the Spanish High Court that 
made its fixed-term contracts permanent.

Isabel Lobera is unquestionably the 
person with the greatest knowledge of these 
cases. She is a lawyer specialising in labour 
law who has defended the dancers and mu-
sicians of the Spanish National Ballet since 
1983, and more particularly since August 
2013 when the BNE dropped 18 artists. She 
immediately realised that the temporary 
contracts were incompatible with European 
Council Directive 1999/70/EC on fixed-term 
work. The "plucky few" is how Isabel Lobera 
describes the eight workers who agreed to 
pursue their claims after having been dis-
missed at first instance: "We are relying on 
Council Directive 1999/70/EC, which Spain 
transposed in 2010 – and all our actions be-
fore the High Court of Justice, Madrid, have 
resulted in a ruling in our favour."

"What the Madrid Court says in its 
30 rulings," she goes on, "is that the tempo-
rary contracts used by the INAEM do not fall 
within the scope of any fixed-term contract 
provided for in law, and that they are there-
fore illegal. Moreover, certain rulings rightly 
emphasise that the dancers in question hold a 
permanent post and participate in the Ballet’s 
normal activity, given that the latter’s mission 
is to bring the BNE’s repertoire to life."

As she explains, "You cannot regard 
artists under contract to perform in a show as 
staff hired to work a 32-hour week at HQ, and 
then a 42-hour week on tour, and to spend 
20% of their working time on public perfor-
mances. Not to mention the fact that the art-
ists spend 80% of their working time taking 
lessons, rehearsing and preserving the BNE’s 
historic repertoire, whether it’s performed to 
the public or not."

The rulings given by the High Court, 
Madrid, in 2013 and 2014, which have now 
been made final, should have given the IN-
AEM pause for thought, but that has not been 
the case. It has continued to draw up illegal 
contracts, and, in 2016, 35 of the Spanish 
National Ballet’s 42 dancers went on strike 
and worked short hours, resulting in the 
cancellation of six performances. "The danc-
ers, dressed in their rehearsal clothes, came 
into the streets to explain to people who had 
bought tickets why they would not be able to 
see the performance. It was a very difficult 
and moving time because, when the audience 

heard the reasons for the strike, they ap-
plauded the strikers, which left us all speech-
less," Lobera recalls.

Rather than acknowledging this reality, 
the Ministry of Culture launched its entire 
artillery against the dancers. The Ministry’s 
representative bodies criticised what it called 
an illegal strike and forced all Ballet staff to 
audition. The aim was obviously to get rid of 
the three people on the strike committee, and 
they succeeded in two cases. The third was 
María Fernández. They were unable to sack 
her at that time because she had auditioned 
the previous month for a higher rank, and 
it would have been outrageous to put her to 
the test again. Mercedes, another dancer on 
the strike committee, was however dismissed 
using this method. Isabel Lobera demon-
strated to the court that the strike was per-
fectly legal and defended Mercedes. Lobera, 
who embarked on her career as a lawyer with 
the trade union Comisiones Obreras (CCOO, 
Workers’ Committees), has many emotional 
ties to this organisation and cannot under-
stand how the trade union branches at the 
Ministry of Culture can turn their backs on 
the dancers. "It makes me feel ill," she says. 
Once again, the courts found in favour of 
Lobera, and the dancer returned to her post: 
her sacking was declared null and void be-
cause it infringed upon her right to strike.

Today, the Spanish Court of Justice 
has delivered more than 30 decisions, and 
the Supreme Court has handed down sev-
en judgments, all in favour of the dancers, 
musicians and flamenco singers. One recent 
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and particularly sad case currently awaiting 
a ruling concerns a 32-year old dancer who 
has stage 4 patellar arthritis, meaning that 
she has lost all the cartilage in her knees, 
probably as a result of repeated compression 
movements. After being sacked, the dancer 
was recognised to have a permanent disabili-
ty due to an occupational disease. Her case is 
expected to be heard by the Supreme Court in 
mid-2020.

With over 41 years’ experience under 
her belt, Isabel Lobera is looking towards re-
tirement but does not intend to stop working 
before the cases pending against the BNE 
have been concluded: "It is difficult to under-
stand how a public body with responsibility 
for the performing arts can hound these art-
ists in this way and deny them their employ-
ment rights when they are genuine ambassa-
dors of the 'Spain brand'," she says.

Recognising the fact that the state law-
yers who are doing battle with Isabel Lobera 
are not costing the INAEM any money, Enri-
que Bermúdez adds his own conclusion to the 
lawyer’s words: "They are playing with time, 
and with our lives."

Earning less than 1 800 euros 
per month

These perfunctory dismissals are merely one 
manifestation of the far more widespread 
problem of contractual and pay-related in-
security in the performing arts sector. The 
salary and working conditions of the dancers 

The salary and 
working conditions 
of the dancers at the 
Spanish National 
Ballet are ridiculous, 
especially in view 
of the organisation’s 
hubris in getting rid 
of artists without 
giving them any 
compensation.
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of June went by and she received no reply. The 
audition was due to be held on a Wednesday, 
yet on the Monday of that same week, María 
still did not know if she would have to lace 
up her ballet shoes or whether she would be 
assessed using recordings of previous work. 
In 2016, the INAEM’s audiovisual service 
had made a video of her pregnant colleague’s 
work, but the INAEM had not even deigned 
to reply to María. "Everyone was telling me, 
'Don’t worry, you’re pregnant.' And I’d reply, 
'Yes, yes – I’m trying to stay calm, but couldn’t 
you just help me out here?'" she recalls.

Two days before the audition, she was 
finally informed that she could use video evi-
dence. She contacted a colleague in the audio-
visual service, who supplied her with the raw 
materials for her to edit. "I’d never edited a 
professional video before; I had to learn how 
to do it in one morning, and I tried to produce 
a video that was vaguely suitable, because 
this was to be my presentation, plus there 
was all the stress that you feel when you don’t 
know what you’re doing. All of this was when 
I was in the first 12 weeks of my pregnancy, 
and I was scared of miscarrying again. I had 
no guidance on the type of footage required, 
but finally selected various sequences of my 
work as a soloist and principal dancer that 
amounted to around 40 minutes’ worth taken 
from various performances. No one provided 
me with a projector or a screen, so I brought 
my own laptop to the audition. The stress 
was enormous. When I felt disheartened, I 
told myself, 'Relax, María, you’ve talked to 
the Director General of the INAEM, and she 
said that it was just a formality, and besides, 
you’re pregnant'." 

After watching the video, the INAEM 
manager called her to tell her that she had 
failed the second test. María could not believe 
her ears: "How could it be that I’d been a prin-
cipal dancer for several years yet was now 
unable to pass the final audition for a soloist 
dancer, when soloist is a lower rank?"

Despite the shock of losing her job un-
expectedly, María is not prepared to give up 
at the first hurdle; in life, as in dance, she re-
mains a fighter.•

at the Spanish National Ballet are far from 
enviable. A solo dancer at the Ballet earns 
only 1 800 euros gross per month, and a gui-
tarist around 1 580 euros gross. Additionally, 
these workers must be available not only to 
exert themselves enormously both physically 
and mentally, but also to drop everything at 
home and in their personal lives to go on tour 
around the world. Nowadays, the tours gener-
ally last around 20 days, but previously they 
were months long.

The human resources management pol-
icy of the Spanish National Ballet can at best 
be described as arbitrary, which unfortunate-
ly is a situation that is only too common in 
the performing arts. Theatres’ artistic di-
rectors have absolute power, and everything 
is conditioned by an approach to art that in-
volves stroking the egos of those at the top. 
It is no coincidence that María and Enrique 
were dropped when the new director, Rubén 
Olmos, took up the reins. 

The dancers with Spain’s National 
Dance Company are subject to identical con-
tracts and similar treatment: two were let go 
in the same way. The absolute power of di-
rectors is the source of many incidents that 
are making the headlines today. In Septem-
ber 2018, the director of the Teatre Lliure de 
Barcelona (Free Theatre of Barcelona), Lluís 
Pascual, forced the resignation of a young ac-
tress who had accused him on social media 
of abuse of power, bullying behaviour and a 
lack of respect for workers. The Teatre Lliu-
re de Barcelona, which Lluís Pascual helped 
to found, accepted her resignation and pub-
lished a communiqué stating that it planned 
to assess its employees’ exposure to occupa-
tional stress.

When María Fernández tells us about 
the audition that was the basis of the BNE de-
cision to replace her, the capriciousness and 
hounding she experienced is all too evident. 
María, who was pregnant at the time, had al-
ready had two miscarriages, and that was why 
she asked for her treatment to be the same as 
that afforded in 2016 to another dancer who 
was pregnant, namely to be assessed on the 
basis of a video recording. The entire month 
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European case law 
protects professional 
dancers
The Court of Justice of the European Union 
(CJEU) recently handed down two rulings 
that support the arguments made by the 
Spanish dancers and their lawyer. In the 
second judgment, delivered on 25 October 
2018, it noted that the correct interpretation 
of Directive 1999/70/EC admitted the 
application by Marina Sciotto, a dancer at 
the Fondazione Teatro dell’Opera di Roma in 
Italy, who had been employed under fixed-
term contracts between 2007 and 2011. 
The Court converted the dancer’s contract 
into a contract of indefinite duration. The 
Rome Court had dismissed the dancer’s claim 
on the grounds that, according to national 
legislation, the law restricting the number of 
fixed-term contracts did not apply to artists 
in operatic and orchestral foundations.

In its judgment, the Court of Justice of 
the European Union recognised that the 
artistic or technical requirements linked 
to the performance of a show may make 
a temporary contract necessary, but it 
could not accept a succession of fixed-term 
employment contracts for the purpose of 
the performance, in a fixed and permanent 
manner, of tasks which are part of the 
normal activity of operatic and orchestral 
foundations. In the Marina Sciotto case, the 
Court noted that the conclusion of successive 
employment contracts did not appear to 
meet the employer’s temporary needs, 
but rather its regular programming needs. 
These circumstances are the same as those 
experienced by the dancers and musicians 
at the Spanish National Ballet who were 
dismissed in August 2019. On 26 February 
2015, the CJEU gave another very important 
similar ruling against a Luxembourg law that 
infringed upon the employment rights of 
artists and discriminated against them.

Theatres’ artistic directors have absolute 
power, and everything is conditioned by an 
approach to art that involves stroking the egos 
of those at the top.
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Jade Serrano
Journalist

Photos by Sadak Souici, Agence Le Pictorium
Full photo reportage on www.etui.org

Life on the streets: meeting Paris’s 
graffiti artists
Journalist Jade Serrano and photographer Sadak Souici met French “taggers” 
Swen MC 93, Xare Graff, 2Rode, Hydrane and TresDos, and found out about 
the risks they face in their work: harmful products, danger on the streets at night, 
and a sometimes uncertain relationship with the law.

The 1990s were a 
pivotal period for 
NTM93, when the 
crew of graffiti artists 
became known in Paris.



spring-summer 2020/HesaMag #2120 Special report 9/35

The spray paint 
collection of Swen 93 
MC in his studio in 
Stains (Île-de-France 
region).

Portrait of 2Rode, 
who began his graffiti 
career in 1988 in the 
Paris region.

The hands of TresDos 
after painting graffiti 
on the wall of an old 
crèche in Ménilmontant 
(Paris).

Creatives or criminals?

Some people regard graffiti taggers as vandals, 
while others see them as fully fledged artists, 
but there’s no denying the fact that this genre 
of street art has revolutionised the contempo-
rary art scene since its rise to prominence in 
the 1990s. A canvas by the French graffiti art-
ist KAWS, for example, sold for 14.8 million 
dollars at Sotheby’s Auction House on 1 April 
2019. The number of artists whose work is 
valued by the market is still small, of course, 
but this change in status is shaking up a sub-
culture whose members derive their identity 
from creating informal art outside the law.

Toxic substances 

Between the 1970s and the 2000s, aerosol 
spray cans contained a significant proportion 
of substances that were classified as toxic, 
including solvents derived from propane and 
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methane. This can have tragic consequenc-
es, as shown by the case of American artist 
Kase2, born Jeff Brown, whose aerosol spray 
cans brought him fame but who died from 
lung cancer in 2011 at the age of 52. The 
French National Authority for Health has 
since made several recommendations for 
their use, including protective gear such as 
gloves, long sleeves, goggles and a filter mask. 

The health risks became very real to 
the graffiti artist 2Rode when he completed 
his first tag indoors: "I painted my first inte-
rior mural without a face mask, and I really 
suffered – crushing headaches, fluorescent 
snot, unbearable coughing fits. It didn’t take 
me long to shell out for protective gear." Sol-
vents are ingested into the body via three 
pathways: the respiratory system, the skin 
and the eyes, and they can also attack the 
nervous system, resulting in dizziness and 
severe headaches. Exposure over a prolonged 
period can lead to disorientation, drowsiness 
or even coma. Even the solvent-free aerosol 
spray cans currently on the market are not 
100% safe – although they are said to pose no 
real risk to health, they nevertheless contain 
alcohol and glycol ethers, collectively known 
to the scientific community as volatile or-
ganic compounds (VOCs). Several research 
studies published by Grenoble University’s 
Faculty of Medicine in 2000 identified these 
notorious VOCs as a factor in the develop-
ment of asthma, allergies and pulmonary 
conditions. In the words of the 30-year-old 
Hydrane: "Sometimes I suffer from terrible 
coughing fits that wake me up in the middle 
of the night." Yet she confesses that she wears 
a protective mask only when she’s working 
indoors. Like the other young artists of her 
generation, she finds it hard to turn her back 
on the rules of the street.

A bin full of multi-
purpose spray paint 
cans in an old crèche in 
Ménilmontant (Paris).

Xare Graff in his 
studio at the Porte de 
Clignancourt (Paris). 
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A risky business 

At the same time that art galleries were sud-
denly discovering a taste for graffiti on can-
vas in the 1990s, groups of taggers who were 
happy to view themselves as vandals were 
emerging in the Île-de-France region around 
Paris. Xare Graff was one of them, joining the 
TVA crew in 1996 and tagging his first train 
carriages with them. The brightest and best 
of the Parisian vandal scene met every Sat-
urday at Buzenval Metro Station, and these 
gatherings have since become legendary: 
"There would be as many as 100 of us, and 
we tagged everywhere – and I mean every-
where, in the carriages, on the metro, along 
every tunnel." It was not just the public that 
noticed the exploits of the Parisian metro 
vandals; they also came to the attention of the 
Railways Department of the French police. 
Inspector Jean-Christophe Merle headed up 
the Investigative Division until 2007, and his 

Fresco on the wall 
of the Boulevard de 
Ménilmontant in Paris.

Graffiti by TresDos,  
Rue Saint-Maur in Paris. 
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team stumbled upon this urban art movement 
purely by chance. In his words, "We were 
called in as back-up for a drugs raid that was 
taking place in Yvelines, the 78th Department 
of Paris, and we happened upon a fanzine 
with a number of images of vandal graffiti. 
That was the point at which we started to take 
an interest in what was going on." The Rail-
ways Department identified 150 taggers, all 
of whom were questioned: "Some ended up 
in prison as a result of the court proceedings 
held in 2005, but it was by no means the ma-
jority of taggers, and none of them were put 
behind bars for graffiti-related crimes – they 
were locked up for common-law cases of vio-
lence. The others only had to pay fines." 

Graffiti in public spaces

Chilean-born artist TresDos, who arrived 
in France in the first decade of this century, 
belongs to the graffiti crew known as ODV. 
The art he produces nowadays in France has 
its roots in the years of informal training he 
underwent in Chile, especially in the city of 
Valparaiso, which is famous around the world 
for its urban art. In his own words, "I’ve made 
the choice not to sell my work to art galler-
ies, that’s not what I think graffiti should be 
about. Not everyone is lucky enough to be 
able to go and see an exhibition, and doing 
my art in full view of the public feels like the 
right choice for me." Yet his relationship with 
these public spaces is somewhat ambiguous, 
since he willingly spends hours of hard work 
on his creations despite being conscious of 
the risk he is taking. He recalls one particular 

time in the middle of the night: "I was tagging 
with the Mexican artist Banks at Parmenti-
er station when we were arrested by a couple 
of plain-clothes police officers. That was the 
first and last time I’ve ever been arrested, but 
all they did was seize our spray cans and let 
us go – which was not what I was expecting." 

A woman in a man’s world

The street is not a safe space for male graffiti 
artists, and even less so for female ones. Hy-
drane, one of the few women in the heavily 
male-dominated world of graffiti artists, finds 
that her male counterparts happily accept her 
as one of them, belying the scene’s misogynis-
tic image: "I like the idea of breaking down 
barriers and being one of the few women in 
the men’s world of graffiti. I like proving that I 
can play their game, and I’m proud to call lots 
of other taggers my friends. At the same time, 
though, I have to admit that it’s not a particu-
larly safe environment for a woman." She’s 
grown tired of always asking acquaintances 
to act as "bodyguards", but their absence has 
left her vulnerable to aggression from some 
men: "Once I was working on a mural next 
to the Saint-Denis Canal when a man started 
talking to me. He was aggressive and insult-
ed me, and I felt really uncomfortable. The 
next morning, when I went back to get a shot 
of my mural in daylight, the wall on which I 
had been working had been whited out. In my 
book, that’s plain and simple sabotage, and 
you get to a point where tagging outdoors just 
seems like a bad idea all round." She laughs. 
"But I just keep on keeping on."•

TresDos of the ODV 
crew, Ménilmontant.

The graffiti artist 
Hydrane in Saint-Denis 
(Paris).
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Mehmet Koksal
ETUI

The voice, an instrument that protects 
the body and soothes the spirit
How far can you be pushed in the name of art? What impact does social media 
have on singers’ careers? Can you combine a passion for singing with an interest 
in the sound of other languages? And what about mixing singing with social 
activism, like being taught to sing by migrants in their native languages? 
HesaMag joined the migrants who sing in Lucy Grauman’s choir in a working-class 
district of Brussels and talked with the artist, singer and therapist about what 
working conditions are like for professional singers.

Lucy Grauman: 
choirmaster and 
professional singer, 
she conducts in many 
languages. 
Images: © Martine Zunini 
(p. 24-27)
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It’s Thursday evening in the Marolles, a his-
toric working-class neighbourhood near Brus-
sels’ imposing Palais de Justice. In a rehearsal 
room in the Bruegel Cultural Centre, which 
is run by the municipality, a mixed choir of 
around 30 singers is tackling the chorus of a 
traditional Hungarian song about little hand-
kerchiefs with four embroidered corners. The 
group are counted in and burst into song:

"Kiskendő, nagykendő símára van 
vasalva.
Mind a négy sarkába a babám neve  
van varva.
Egyik szőke, a másik barna,  
a harmadik csuda szép.
Megállj te, csuda szép majd eszedbe 
jutok még."

This amateur, mainly female, choir, some of 
whom may be undocumented immigrants, 
are following the lead of their choirmaster, 
professional singer Lucy Grauman, who ac-
companies them on the piano. "Careful, it’s 
tricky here because you have to sing 'nedj', 
like in 'Juncker', but you can pronounce it as if 
it were Flemish," Grauman jokes. Her enthu-
siasm is as infectious as her passion for her 
favourite instrument, the human voice.

"Isn’t it nearly always marvellous to 
hear someone singing and putting their heart 
into it?" she says when we talk after the re-
hearsal. Our conversation soon turns to the 
working conditions of artists who are singers 
or dancers. She mentions the impact of the 
#MeToo movement1 on female performers 
and singers, who have begun sharing their 
experiences in private social media groups. 
"What I’ve mainly read about is humiliating, 

abusive behaviour … not necessarily rape or 
things like that, but bad treatment, especially 
in the dance world. There are lots of reports of 
male choreographers’ questionable or abusive 
behaviour towards young women and girls. 
This often happens at auditions or castings 
for film or theatre roles. A director has huge 
power over someone who wants to sing or act. 
How far will he exploit that power imbalance? 
At what point does it stop being about work 
and become manipulation?"

It’s a hard question to answer, given 
that every artist seeks excellence in their cho-
sen cultural field. Isn’t it common to hear of 
conductors or directors pushing a performer 
to the limit to get her to produce a particu-
lar emotion on stage? "I think that I used to 
be really open to a lot of things if it meant 
I’d sing even better or get interesting oppor-
tunities. But I took some hard knocks in one 
production where I felt disempowered and 
completely disengaged. I felt defenceless ar-
tistically and lost my ability to commit to the 
permanent expectation of perfection. Howev-
er, in another context at a different time, the 
work wasn’t uninteresting for a professional 
singer. I was in a contemporary opera with a 
nice company. But I realised I simply was no 
longer having fun and had started counting 
how many performances we’d done and how 
many we still had to do. I just wanted to get 
back home. At that point, I said, okay, that’s 
it, I’m no longer getting the pleasure I need 
to keep doing this. In 2001, I had the sudden 
realisation that I only wanted to sing things I 
like with people I like and for people I like."

Grauman, who is of Irish descent, has 
had an eventful career. She started studying 

singing in the 1970s and developed a desire 
to do theatre. She became part of the alterna-
tive artistic scene involved in contemporary 
and experimental art and improvised music. 
"They tried new things like projecting music 
onto my dress, turning it into a screen," she 
recalls. She was classically trained at the Roy-
al Conservatoire in Brussels and got her break 
in the 1980s as part of Belgian Radio and Tel-
evision’s vocal ensemble (RTB and BRT). As a 
member of this group, she sang at the funeral 
of Léopold III, the wedding of Princess Astrid 
and for Queen Fabiola. She also sang on tele-
vision programmes featuring the likes of pop-
ular entertainers Adamo and Enrico Macias. 
In the late 1980s she met Marianne Pous-
seur, the daughter of Belgian composer Henri 
Pousseur, and worked with her, sometimes in 
collaboration with the French writer Michel 
Butor, on classical compositions by Pousseur, 
Boulez, Berio, Stockhausen and John Cage. 
In 1994, when no one seemed interested in 
those projects, she agreed to give singing les-
sons to dancers at Brussels’ famous school 

1. #MeToo is a social 
movement started in 
2006 by the American 
activist Tarana Burke which 
expanded on social media 
in 2017 following the 
Harvey Weinstein affair. 
It encourages women 
to speak out against 
cases of harassment and 
sexual violence against 
marginalised communities.
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singing, there’s this display aspect that takes 
the form of the need to have a voice that’s 
strong, rich and distinctive enough to wow 
people," Grauman adds. So that aspect of art 
doesn’t interest her? "That’s right, because 
it’s an aspect that was an obstacle for me and 
closed off other wonderful things that might 
have happened. Be that as it may, I think that, 
compared to dance or the theatre, the world 
of singing has been less exposed to physical 
abuse. The voice remains an extremely fragile 
instrument, so you can’t make a singer howl 
in the way you might push an actor to the 
limit to see what she’s capable of. You can do 
horrible things to dancers and actors, such as 
making them dance in a very cold studio. But 
that won’t work with singers, because the only 
possible outcome is they’ll have no voice the 
next day. So there’s still respect for the voice, 
a hyper-fragile instrument that protects the 
body and sometimes soothes the spirit."

Liberated from the competitive spir-
it, Grauman founded a small ensemble for 
female singers in 2005 called Ik zeg Adieu 
(translated from the Dutch as "I bid fare-
well") and, in 2009, she began the Voix de 
voyageurs (Travellers’ Voices) project, which 
would later become Stemagnifique, which 
aims to give asylum seekers the opportuni-
ty to sing. At that time, some female asylum 
seekers were being housed at the church of 
St John the Baptist at the Béguinage in Brus-
sels while they waited for their applications 
to be processed. Andréa, a Congolese woman 
whose own application had been successful, 
agreed to work as a volunteer with Grauman 
to make the asylum seekers in the church feel 
more welcome. Seeing how little interaction 
there was between the women and the vol-
unteers, Grauman asked Andréa to sing to 
them in Lingala, and the women, who came 
from a variety of different countries, began to 
smile and clap in time to the impromptu per-
formance. Grauman decided to start a week-
ly choir that would rehearse popular songs 
in different languages: "We said, 'Come and 
teach us a song from your homeland.' This 
approach was based on the idea of inverting 
the relationship between people. It means it’s 
the asylum seekers who are in the position of 
teachers, correcting us or laughing when we 
make mistakes, because, of course, we don’t 
speak their languages. When we eventually 

of contemporary dance, PARTS (Performing 
Arts Research and Training Studios) in re-
sponse to an invitation from PARTS founder 
Anne Teresa De Keersmaeker. Today, Grau-
man divides her working life between being 
a professional musician and a therapist in a 
family planning centre.

Drawing a line under competition and 
the obsession with performance

Despite her impressive list of prestigious pro-
fessional collaborations, Grauman is open-
ly critical of how dominant the competitive 
spirit has become. "The artistic world is re-
ally tough today. When I was 25, it wasn’t too 
hard to find work in choruses, at the opera 
and elsewhere. There were opportunities. 
Now, despite the fact that the ability of the 
singers coming out of the Conservatoire is 
much higher than in my day, there are hard-
ly any openings, and it’s very difficult to get a 
contract. The spirit of relentless competition 
in the field, which is amplified now on social 
media, makes me really uneasy. Take the case 
of a brilliant singer I admire and follow on 
Facebook. She posts about her successes all 
the time. I got to the point where I felt there 
was something shameless about her continu-
ally posting on Facebook about her successes 
compared to all the other singers who hadn’t 
made it to her level professionally. It’s great 
for her, of course, but does she ever think of 
her peers who took the same path but aren’t 
getting offers of work? We’re in a competitive 
system, and I think there’s something intoler-
able about it. It has always been a significant 
impediment in my life. Whenever something 
becomes competitive, I want no further part 
in it. Instead of running all the time, I’d rather 
go and lie down in the grass. The idea of 'per-
forming at all costs' is an unhealthy aspect of 
singing. When you enter the world of classical 

"In 2001, I had the sudden realisation that  
I only wanted to sing things I like with people  
I like and for people I like."
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"The voice remains 
an extremely fragile 
instrument, so you 
can’t make a singer 
howl in the way you 
might push an actor to 
the limit to see what 
she’s capable of."

gave a concert, we had men wanting to join 
the group to sing with us and we thought, why 
not? But sometimes there are cultural barri-
ers; for example, one day, we were working in 
a deprived area of Brussels with adolescent 
girls from Morocco and Africa as part of an 
artistic-social project, and the presence of 
just one Congolese boy was enough to make 
older brothers and parents forbid their girls 
from coming to sing with us. But we mustn’t 
give up, and we can keep singing with those 
who want to take part."

Views may vary on bringing together 
the art of singing and social engagement with 
vulnerable groups such as asylum seekers. 
Is the group any good musically? Do they 
sing in time? Do the voices blend well? "I’m 
open to criticism, but it irritates me too be-
cause I want to say, that’s not what matters 
about what we’re doing with this group. To 
me, they’re musicians, and I mean that in 

the fullest sense. When I asked Andréa in 
2009 to teach me a song from the Congo, it 
was genuinely because I was excited to learn 
a song in Lingala. I wanted to learn to sing 
in a language that sounds so surprising to my 
ears and fires my imagination. It’s out of mu-
sical interest, not some charitable impulse. 
I do also like understanding what the words 
of the song mean, but that’s secondary, be-
cause what interests me most is the rhythm, 
the sound of the language and the way artists 
have conveyed all that in the music."

So, dare I ask the meaning of the words 
of the Hungarian song the Thursday evening 
choir sang? Lucy Grauman recites from mem-
ory, "I think it’s something like, 'Little hand-
kerchiefs, big handkerchiefs, with the names 
of my loves embroidered on each corner. One 
of them is fair, the other is dark, the third is 
more than ravishing. Let’s stop, or I risk ap-
pearing in your thoughts.'"•
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The invisible museum workers
Museum and gallery visitors may be too focused on the works of art and items 
on display to take much notice of the almost invisible work of the reception and 
warding staff, but without them these exhibits would be inaccessible. HesaMag 
visited one of the most famous galleries in the world, the Louvre, to meet some 
of the people who keep it running day to day.

Designed by the American 
architect Leoh Ming Pei,  
the Louvre Pyramid, 
unveiled in 1989, very 
quickly became one of the 
most striking landmarks  
in the Parisian landscape. 

Fanny Kroener
Journalist

Photo reportage: Sadak Souici, Agence Le Pictorium
See the full photo reportage at www.etui.org



29 spring-summer 2020/HesaMag #21 Special report 18/35

A floor space of 360 000 square metres, 
650 000 works of art in the collections, one 
visitor every two seconds: the Louvre breaks 
all the records for museums and galleries. It 
is both the "biggest museum in the world" 
and the "most visited", exceeding the sym-
bolic threshold of 10 million visitors in 2018. 
By comparison, in the same year, 5.8 mil-
lion people visited the British Museum in 
London. Such success poses a challenge for 
the 1 200 reception and warding staff of the 
Musée du Louvre, whose daily role is to keep 
this constant stream of visiting culture vul-
tures happy.

A constant state of emergency

No one in the museum’s management or at 
the Ministry of Culture ever foresaw this lev-
el of popularity. "In 1989, the year when the 
Pyramid opened, the Louvre’s visitor num-
bers were between two and three million, 
and the most optimistic forecasts at the time 
were expecting a peak of five million visitors," 
the Head of Communication tells me. Today, 
10 million admissions are taxing the muse-
um’s infrastructure and its staff as well.

At the foot of the Pyramid, we meet the 
Assistant Director of Visitor Services, 35-year-
old Servane. Despite the cold, there is an im-
pressive influx of visitors. It is 8.45 a.m., and 
the Cour Carrée is already teeming with people.

The Pyramid, an international icon and 
symbol of the Louvre, is also the museum’s 
main entrance. Security staff in orange high-
vis jackets are directing visitors to the right 
queue, with or without pre-booked tickets, for 
the permanent collections or temporary exhi-
bitions, individual visitors and group recep-
tion. It is a real feat of organisation to prevent 
overcrowding in this glass-encased space.

Servane confidently guides us towards 
the escalators that take us down below the 
horizon. "Some visitors find this change of 
level disorientating. We need to understand 
that, for some of them, it’s their first and may-
be even their only visit to a museum. The vis-
itor service staff have to be able to spot these 

slightly bewildered visitors and point them 
in the right direction. It’s a proactive job, not 
like people think."

Servane, with her friendly, impish face, 
is dressed in the uniform provided by the mu-
seum: a black suit and white shirt. "The thing 
people really notice is the security badge with 
the orange lanyard. All the staff wear these 
around their necks. Well, in Comms it’s blue, 
it’s less conspicuous," she says, indicating her 
colleague’s badge. "In other museums, staff 
can wear whatever they like, but in the Lou-
vre there’s a real need for a uniform."

This cheerful young woman has been 
working in visitor services in the Louvre since 
2003. She recalls the time she spent in charge 
of ticketing, located in the central island be-
low the Pyramid. "It was there!" she exclaims, 
pointing to a circular arrangement of paving 
slabs. "A dozen ticket desk staff penned in at 
the mercy of the visitors. There was constant 
noise. Often, at the end of the day, I couldn’t 
go out with my friends, I needed some peace 
and quiet."

The arduous nature of this job was 
recognised by the museum, which has since 
refurbished the area with the aim of looking 
after its expert reception staff. Attractive on 
paper, the central island disappeared in 2017, 
and the information and ticket counters were 
shifted to soundproofed recesses at the side.

"The museum’s huge visitor numbers 
make it tiring for us." Since the refurbishment, 
a rest area has been provided exclusively for 
visitor service staff, accessible through a hid-
den door under the Pyramid. There is a sub-
dued atmosphere and fittingly hushed voic-
es in this room decorated in muted colours, 
which has individual rest booths, 10 or so 
curved recesses where you can lie down. "Just 
the thing to get away from the constant hustle 
and bustle of the museum," whispers Servane.

There’s no time to linger. It is 8.55 a.m., 
time for the last team briefing at the foot of 
the pillar of the great Pyramid before the 
museum opens to the public. "They give out 
operational information: which rooms are 
closed, which staff are not in. With all the 
strikes at the moment, staff are finding it 

difficult to travel." A few metres away, we can 
see the pickets of the Louvre strikers, protest-
ing against pension reform.

No day is the same

Like all the representatives of the inter-un-
ion association at the general meeting that 
morning, Gary is sporting a Christmas 
jumper with large, brightly coloured motifs. 
Despite his outfit, the CGT (General Confed-
eration of Labour) union representative and 
secretary of the Health, Safety and Working 
Conditions Committee (Comité d’hygiène, 
de sécurité et des conditions de travail, 
CHSCT),1 with his long hair in a ponytail, ex-
udes charisma. We meet him in the Louvre 
union office next to the management offices 
in the Pavillon Mollien.

"Normally it’s a 45-minute trip for me 
to get to the Louvre. And I’ve been doing this 
journey for 17 years." When he is not on the 
CHSCT or at a board meeting, Gary, 43 years 
old, is a visitor service officer and warder in the 
Richelieu Wing. "The Louvre is in the centre of 
the city, but most of us live on the outskirts. At 
the start of their career, staff earn the SMIC 2 
plus 12 euros. At that wage level, it would be 
difficult to rent somewhere to live in Paris."

"The museum’s huge 
visitor numbers make 
it tiring for us."

1. These workers’ 
representative bodies took 
a blow from the Macron 
Government in 2017. Now, 
only companies with more 
than 300 workers have to 
form committees, and their 
powers have been curtailed 
compared with the former 
CHSCTs.

2. The SMIC is the 
minimum wage. In  
January 2020, this was 
1 539,42 euros gross.
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Like all staff, his working day begins 
at the card reader at the staff entrance to the 
side of the museum in Rue de Rivoli. "After 
8.45 a.m., it counts as being late." All the visi-
tor service and warding staff – 10 or so differ-
ent jobs including cashiers, ticket checkers, 
warders in the galleries, security personnel 
and collections officers – have to adhere to 
this timetable.

There is at least one member of staff for 
each of the museum’s 403 rooms, and the lo-
cation dictates how busy it is. "For the Mona 
Lisa alone, there are 20 000 visitors a day, 
40 000 in high season, and that’s the equiv-
alent of a medium-sized French town!" Gary 
tells us how the museum prepares each day 
for this little tsunami with its teams on the 
ground and its mobile units.

Union representative Karine, aged 43, 
has a different take on her 23 years at the Lou-
vre. Immaculately groomed and made up, she 
relates how she met her husband, Jean-Louis, 
at the museum.

52-year-old Piotr’s knees hurt. He has 
had enough of standing around all the time 
and being tired out all day long. These days, 
he is not keen on the rooms without chairs, 
where you pace up and down in a small space. 
"What I like are the peaceful areas, like the 
room with Les Chasses de Maximilien. Some-
times there are fewer than 10 visitors a day to 
that room, and they’re mainly scholars com-
ing to have another look at the tapestries."

As we pass from room to room with 
Gary, we are enchanted by the beauty of the 
surroundings. The suites of rooms and their 
richly decorated ceilings are as captivating 
as the perfect profiles of the classical statues. 
After a few hours in the corridors of the Lou-
vre, the atmosphere envelops us. "It’s magical 
for the employees as well," confirms Gary.

For Gary and the others, no two days are 
alike. The four-weekly schedules change from 
day to day. It certainly did not occur to any of 
the three members of staff we met that morning 
to complain about the monotony of their jobs.

"This relationship with the Louvre is 
part of the job. We are welcoming members of 
the public in, so how could we do this properly 
if we didn’t know the context? Even though, it 
must be said, most of the questions are about 
the Mona Lisa …"

80% of visitors come specifically to 
see the Mona Lisa. Their queries are often 
piquant and creative. "People regularly at-
tribute the Mona Lisa to Leonardo DiCaprio; 
we also have people who see La Joconde [the 
French title for the painting] and then ask 
where the Mona Lisa is," he says with a smile.

The other aspect of the job is supervis-
ing the public. This task is becoming tricki-
er as public expectations change in a society 
where everything is becoming a service. Staff 
tell us about extraordinary situations where 
parents have taken a corner of an exhibition 
room to be a children’s toilet: "It’s increasing-
ly difficult to approach a parent, who may be 
very touchy when it comes to the behaviour of 
his or her child." 

The first showing of Gardien Party in France 
is scheduled for November 2020 at the 
Centre Pompidou.

Artists’ bios
Valérie Mrejen
Born in 1969 in Paris, Valérie Mréjen is a French 
artist and novelist. A graduate of the Ecole des 
Beaux-Arts in Cergy-Pontoise, she became a 
fellow of the Villa Medici in 2002. Her work is 
based on events of daily life, cruel and farcical 
details of existence, memories, clichés and 
misunderstandings. Her works are shown in 
numerous exhibitions in France and abroad. 
The Jeu de Paume Gallery held a retrospective 
of her work in 2008.

Mohamed El Khatib
Born in 1980 in Beaugency, Mohamed El 
Khatib came to theatre after literary studies, 
a spell at the Institut d’Etudes Politiques de 
Rennes (Sciences Po Rennes) and a sociology 
thesis. A passionate football fan, he was a 
midfielder for some time. Winner of the 2016 
Grand Prize for Dramatic Literature, his work 
focuses on putting non-professionals on stage 
with a high degree of authenticity reminiscent 
of the work of artists such as Milo Rau and 
Michel Schweitzer.

“Museum warder is the last unqualified job that 
hasn’t been replaced by a camera or a machine. 
Installing electronic barriers and alarms is no 
substitute for human contact.”

The gallery attendant embodies the face of the 
museum. But he’s at the bottom of the ladder of 
responsibilities and pay.

“I often go to museums and I’m intrigued by 
these beings alongside the exhibits, always in 
my peripheral vision.” A furtive, silent presence 
that reminds her of her first job as a student: a 
gallery attendant for a summer season at the 
Palace of Versailles.

“This experience fed into my writing for this 
project,” relates Valérie Mréjen, who remembers 
the sometimes interminable waiting that “makes 
you obsess about break times”.

Gardien Party will introduce a population of 
diverse ages and profiles, where the warders are, 
by turns, skittish creatures, choosing their outfits 
to match the works of art they are monitoring, 
and chatterboxes who say they never need a 
psychologist because they have the sympathetic 
ear of their colleagues.

So, in the work of Valérie Mréjen and 
Mohamed El Khatib, the museum will be 
listening to the voice of its warden, the 
essential cog in the wheel of the museum 
institution: literally its protector.

Focus
Gardien Party, 
by Valérie Mréjen and 
Mohamed El Khatib
Director Mohamed El Khatib’s shows bring the 
least visible jobs to the forefront, with people 
not usually seen on stage: children talking 
about divorce, football fans or the first one-
woman-show featuring a cleaning lady in Moi, 
Corinne Dadat.

Sensitive to class relations and social questions, 
his next project, in cooperation with the artist 
Valérie Mréjen, focuses on the job of a museum 
warder (gardien de musée in French).

Valérie Mréjen, 51 years old, welcomes us 
to the Faidherbe area of Paris to talk about 
Gardien Party, a theatrical work to be 
staged inside a museum with a cast of eight 
professional museum warders. They will reveal 
their strategies for combating boredom and 
their day-to-day interactions with increasingly 
numerous and demanding museum visitors.

“We’ve met museum warders from lots of 
different countries – Sweden, Russia – all with 
their regional characteristics. We’ve collected 
personal accounts in this place devoted to inert 
objects,” she says in a barely audible, soft voice.
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"It’s magical for the 
employees as well."

Technology to support the job

We are surprised to see a member of staff 
consulting a smartphone with a visitor. In 
turn, Gary shows us his own. "It used not to 
be allowed. We didn’t even have an email ad-
dress; only supervisors had access to email."

In 2019, there was a change in strategy 
at the Louvre, which granted all of its staff an 
email address ending in @louvre.fr.

"Have a look. Comms Info: rooms closed 
today. Or the bi-monthly news flash: that’s 
more comprehensive, HR info, info about the 
collections, like a work of art being returned 
or something." It is hard to imagine how in-
formation used to circulate beforehand.

Gary takes us back to the area below 
the Pyramid, where we meet Servane again. 
She too has been given a smartphone by her 
employer, the Louvre, and so will all the 
1 200 members of staff in the near future.

"Yes, it’s a cost for the public service, 
but it’s a commitment on the part of the mu-
seum," Servane explains under the watchful 
eye of the Head of Communication.

Formerly, digital technology was used 
mainly as a way of enhancing the collections, 
but now it is spreading into all the museum’s 
activities, including interactions with the 
public. It was a challenge to install the WiFi 
network in all the rooms of the Louvre. "We 
used to have to use our own 4G. It was impos-
sible to get onto the network in some of the 
very old parts of the museum."

Deploying the smartphone expands 
the Louvre’s opportunities for communicat-
ing with its visitors. In visitor services, the 
staff member creates a link between visitors 
and the collections, suggests participation in 
workshops, talks about the day’s activities – it 
is a job at the forefront of facilitation.

"We have the best knowledge of the 
building, the best practical know-how," in-
sists Servane, who has big ambitions for in-
volving her network of staff in the museum’s 
system. "We’re talking with management 
about including curating in staff training. 
Not a history of art module, but the whys and 
wherefores of a collection, of a department, 
to explain the reasons for particular set-ups, 
the mindsets behind exhibitions and the 
choice of works of art."

As "category C" public officials (school 
leaving certificate – brevet – level), the recep-
tion and warding staff are not required to have 
any knowledge of history of art or to speak a 
foreign language. On the other hand, to im-
prove relationships with the public and recep-
tion practices, the museum offers training in a 
range of new tools that transform the employ-
ee’s role and attitude to the public. "At the mo-
ment, anyone who wants to can sign up with 

Studio, a project outside the museum environ-
ment that will offer workshops and activities 
primarily targeted at families, like casting."

These changes are welcomed, and ac-
cording to Servane even expected, by staff. 
This is a trend that is likely to increase with 
the recruitment wave expected in 2020 and 
the lowering of the staff age profile. "Smart-
phones connect staff members with other em-
ployees in the Louvre, people involved with 
the works of art. A human link with the other 
teams, with the other professions. The aim is 
to give the job some meaning beyond super-
vising a room," concludes Servane.•
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Angelo Ferracuti
Writer

The delicate Italian hands behind 
the restoration of works of art
In Italy, some 7 000 specialists, most of them women, are involved every day in 
restoring works of art for paltry wages. Often passionate about their jobs, these 
specialists make every effort to restore artistic works to their initial state.

Donatella fell in love, 
immediately and 
unexpectedly, with 
restoring works of art.
Images: © Angelo Ferracuti 
(p. 35-38)
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We are in Rome, in an area close to the Vati-
can. When I arrive late in the morning at the 
offices of the A.r.a.1, Donatella Perani is not 
there. I’m told that her train has been delayed 
and that she is still in a taxi, heaven knows 
where in a traffic jam, but that she’s on her 
way. While I wait, I chat to Francesca Farachi 
and Claudia Camiz, the two businesswomen 
she works with, in their office on the ground 
floor of the building. We talk about their no-
ble calling – the art of restoration – that they 
began when very young, fascinated by the 
work of reviving the beauty of monuments, 
statues or frescoes that are part of our deep-
est cultural heritage.

The restorations they have undertaken 
over their extensive careers include the Tre-
vi Fountain (designed at the beginning of the 
eighteenth century by Nicola Salvi), which 
was completed in 2015 following 17 months’ 
work, amongst many other projects, such as 
the restoration of the frescoes in the churches 
of Trinità dei Monti, Pellegrini and the Ora-
torio San Giovanni Decollato, not to mention 
the Pincio statues. "But everything’s differ-
ent these days," Francesca explains bitterly. 
"Margins have been squeezed, and construc-
tion businesses can also bid for contracts. In 
Italy, maintenance is an immature sector, and 
young people tend to be individualistic: they 
work as collaborators who move from one 
business to another."

In so doing, they protect themselves 
from growing job insecurity and the slump 
in the sector that can be attributed chiefly 
to the economic crisis. During the crisis and 
following years, investment collapsed in Ita-
ly, which, paradoxically, ranks nineteenth in 
Europe in terms of the number of workers 
employed in the culture sector. Currently, 
there are 7000 specialists working in art res-
toration in Italy (in addition to 11 000 techni-
cians). They are employed at 800 sites across 
the peninsula as a whole. Most are women. 
These staff numbers are very low given the 
extensive nature of Italy’s artistic heritage: 
3500 museums, 54 sites on the UNESCO 
Heritage List, and over 2000 archaeologi-
cal parks. They earn on average 1000 euros 

to 1300 euros per month, which is a paltry 
wage given their professional skills and the 
fact that they take care of priceless artistic 
and architectural masterpieces: churches 
and buildings, frescoes, and paintings done 
in oils and tempera. However, because of its 
vast heritage, and the fact that it is the home 
of restoration, Italy is a pioneer in the sector. 
Since 2009 and the adoption of a decree-law, 
access to the profession requires a university 
diploma and three years’ training in one of the 
higher education establishments and acad-
emies, or five years’ training by the Istituto 
Centrale per il Restauro e la Conservazione 
del Patrimonio Archivistico e Libraio [Cen-
tral Institute for the Restoration and Con-
servation of Archival and Library Heritage], 
the Opificio delle pietre dure [Semi-Precious 
Stones Workshop] in Florence or the Istituto 
Superiore per la Conservazione e il Restauro 
[Higher Institute for Conservation and Res-
toration] in Rome or Matera.

Love at first sight for the job

When Donatella arrives, we sit in the lobby on 
a small couch. Before us, a painting on can-
vas rests on an easel, while spatulas, rasps, 
brushes, indeed all the tools of the trade, are 
on display on the shelves and the side table. 
Donatella has a round, pink face, curly dark 
hair and a look of mild apprehension. She has 
been doing this job for 30 years, ever since she 
was awarded her diploma in architecture by 
the Polytechnic Institute of Milan, when she 
immediately started working in a workshop 
belonging to restorers in Mantua where she 
lives. It was love at first sight for her, an al-
most mystical experience that was as sudden 
as it was unexpected: "One day, I went into a 
church and saw these people in shirts work-
ing patiently in silence; I introduced myself 
and persuaded them to let me join them and 
that’s how I came to make my start two weeks 
later … and I haven’t stopped since," she says 
enthusiastically, almost without pausing 
for breath. "I started with fourteenth cen-
tury frescoes. I was terrified," she adds, re-
calling the first steps in her apprenticeship. 
"I was doing 1 cm² an hour. I removed the 
film, a limewash paint, and the lime plaster 
from which the fresco had to be removed and 
transferred onto canvas," she continues ani-
matedly, talking nine to the dozen.

The art historian and restoration theo-
rist, Cesare Brandi, referred to this complex 
work in scholarly terms, defining it as "the 
methodological moment of recognising a 
work of art as a physical entity and the du-
ality of its historic nature and its aesthetic 
nature, with a view to passing it on to future 
generations" – no small responsibility. The 
eminent specialist added another aspect that 
he regarded as essential: "We restore only the 
material of a work of art." Over time, howev-
er, other theories have defended the notion of 
"innovative restoration": using additional el-
ements, so it becomes a genuine re-creation. 
In any event, this too is directly concerned 
with artistic aspects and knowledge over and 
above the craftsman’s skill, whereas mainte-
nance and restructuring are operations that 
relate more to the superficial and structural 
aspects of an artistic or architectural work. 
By contrast, a restorer seeks obsessively to 
return a work to its initial state. A number 
of people at certain times have promoted the 
idea of improving and reassessing, but it’s al-
ways an impossible task: ultimately, the work 
will, in any case, be something else, different 
from the original, a bit like when literature is 
translated from one language into another – 
something always slips between the cracks.

Economising on materials or people

Donatella says that the most important work 
she has done was on the Cantelma Chap-
el in the Basilica of Sant’Andrea in Mantua: 
"There are wall decorations and tombstones, 
and the vault is decorated with rosettes: I 
worked there for four months."

Gianluigi Colaucci, one of the greatest 
Italian restorers, noted that, "To a certain ex-
tent, each restoration is unique. Techniques 
can be performed again and again, but every 

1. A.r.a. restauri is an 
association that restores 
works of art in Italy. 

There are currently 
7 000 specialist art 
restorers working  
in Italy.
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Art restorers earn on average 1 000 euros 
to 1 300 euros per month which, given their 
professional skills, is a paltry wage.

work is a complex whole that requires specif-
ic, original interventions." According to Co-
laucci, it is necessary "to delve as deeply as 
possible into the work by getting to know it 
and analysing it, studying its creator and his-
tory, committing details to memory and tak-
ing notes for the future".

Donatella and I continue chatting, and 
when I ask her about the current situation of 
people who have chosen this trade, she con-
firms that the work is insecure and under-
paid. "Sub-contracting means that up to 40% 
of the work is awarded to third parties. The 
youngest earn very little, some even less than 
1000 euros; I personally get 2000," she says 
with an air of satisfaction. "We earn less now 
than we used to. The 'best price' policy in ten-
ders is horrifying: you have to economise ei-
ther on materials or on people." The best price 
rule is in the "backlog buster" decree, which 
became law in June 2019 and embodied the 
declared intentions of the Lega and Five Star 
Movement government. The provision has re-
duced the quality of interventions, encouraged 
malpractice and the black market, and endan-
gered safety and environmental standards.

There are, however, controls in place. 
"Quality control is performed at the outset by 
the Supervisory Authority, who can demand 
significant changes," Donatella explains. 
"Then there are regular inspections along the 
way to establish how work has progressed." 
The serious nature of the enterprise is no 
laughing matter. "This is a very unforgiving 
job if you don’t adhere to the time needed for 
mortar consolidation." Everything hinges on 
each operation being performed correctly. 
Donatella continues her line of argument as 
if talking to herself, as if using a mnemonic: 
"Clean, consolidate, remove jointing." But the 
whole process begins well beforehand when 
the work to be restored undergoes a "health 
check". Like an attentive doctor would do, a 
visual examination is performed (for exam-
ple, finger-tapping on a plaster surface) and 
then chemical analyses are conducted to pro-
vide all the information required to formulate 
a premise for intervention.

Often the restoration of iconic works 
such as Leonardo da Vinci’s The Last Supper is 
extremely complex. When creating the work, 
the brilliant artist used a dry tempera tech-
nique that did not bind the colour to the wall. 
Thus, when restorer Pinin Brambilla Barcilon 
set out to make a decorative intervention, she 

was faced with what she called "a complex 
pictorial amalgam" and it took her 22 years to 
finish the work. She managed to complete it 
only by using the first scanning microscopes 
that were able to produce images to a mag-
nification of 2 000 times greater than the 
actual size. In the late 1980s, the restoration 
of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel frescoes pro-
voked irritation and led to acerbic comments 
by James Beck, a specialist in Renaissance 
art and founder of the pressure group Art-
Watch International whose aim is to combat 
irresponsible practices in the art world. Andy 
Warhol wrote to Pope Jean-Paul II asking 
him to stop the works. "Because of the tech-
niques used, typically cleaning, integration 
with watercolours and gouaches and finishing 
with varnish pigments that attenuate and ho-
mogenise tones, the restored tableaux all look 
alike. There is a harmony between them: they 
all speak a modern language, the language of 
restoration. The intervention is clear to see," 
he controversially wrote.

The plaster statue Dancing Girl with 
Cymbals by Antonio Canova, damaged by 
a mortar shell fired by an Austrian cannon 
during the First World War, is in Treviso in 
the Scarpa Wing of the Possagno Cast Gal-
lery. The arms were reconstituted using 3D 
scanning of a copy made by the artist for the 
Russian Ambassador to Venice, Andrei Ra-
zumovski, that can be seen today in the Bode 
Museum in Berlin. The margin of error, which 
is invisible to the naked eye, is 0.05–0.1 mm. 
It is therefore a "true fake", to use an oxymo-
ron, reconstituted using the most sophisticat-
ed electronic tools.

“The most beautiful part of the job is 
the contact with the material”

Each restoration is, in fact, a voyage of dis-
covery. It’s like finding the treasure of a lost 

civilisation, seeing an ancient work of art 
emerging into another era, our era, the con-
temporary world. Restoration is a means of 
giving it a second life yet is also, inevitably, 
a deliberate act of betrayal. For Donatella, it 
is the most beautiful aspect of her job. "I like 
studying the cleaning process. That’s where 
you discover things," she explains enthusias-
tically, her eyes shining. "You happen upon 
an earlier fragment, you enlarge it again and 
again, and then you find everything that was 
hiding underneath," she adds, carried away 
by her own words. I realise that she has a sen-
sual, physical relationship with the work of 
art she is to restore: "The most beautiful part 
of the job is the contact with the material," 
she says. She remembers a bearded face, the 
face of a Christ, "whose hair was drawn with 
incredibly delicate lines. When I saw it, I was 
immediately reminded of the Giotto school." 
She refers again to her work around Mantua, 
in the little sacristy in Castel Goffredo, or in 
Liguria, on the Levanto Riviera. At Ospita-
lia del Mare she discovered a hunting scene 
that she describes as "marvellous", slowly 
relishing each syllable of the word. All these 
instances are, to her, magical, irreplaceable, 
genuine blessings. 

Otherwise, work is just work, and in her 
field it’s almost always a female affair.

"But the site managers are always men," 
she adds. Conflict between the sexes is in-
evitable, especially when the masons arrive 
on-site, laying down their version of the law 
in a world of back-breaking, dangerous work 
with a high accident rate. "They regularly ar-
gue with us just because we’re women … As 
if women were incapable of understanding 
their world, the world of construction." In 
order to work, female restorers have to climb 
onto scaffolding carrying 25 kilogram-sacks 
of lime or sand (although in other countries 
the sacks weigh only 15 kilograms). "This in 
itself has significant consequences for safety. 
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The masons treat us as if we were scaredy-
cats, but I can assure you that there’s noth-
ing easy about working on your feet on a 
plank five metres off the ground, on scaf-
folding, climbing up the external structure." 
At first, the women had to go with the men’s 
rules: "The masons are daredevils." She ex-
plains that a macho competitiveness insidi-
ously leads them to prove their bravery, and 
"anyone who obeys the rules is looked down 
on and regarded as chicken". But nowadays 
there’s a greater awareness, she says, espe-
cially in sites in the North, the area where 
she performs more of her work and the one 
she knows best. "Safety has a price: you have 
to take courses and always keep up to date." 
In that respect, she will brook no compro-
mise: she puts everything down in black and 
white and draws up a detailed works safety 
plan (POS) recording all individuals work-
ing on the site and stating each worker’s level 
of training separately.

When we get back to the office with Do-
natella, Claudia and Francesca are busy with 
the paperwork for a bid. "Currently, red tape 
means we lose time we should be spending 
on our real work at a time when investment 
in cultural assets is falling," Claudia tells us, 

disheartened. "It’s as if no one realises that 
tourism goes hand in hand with the protec-
tion of cultural assets." Her colleague men-
tions a trend: "The quality of tourism is fall-
ing: a Korean tourist taking a selfie in front 
of a statue is not interested in the beauty of 
the sculpture – the only thing that counts 
is himself, the fact that he is actually in the 
same place as the object." This leads me to 
the thought that, nowadays, we take photos 
instead of looking – just like the alienated 
tourist who is the subject of Marco D’Era-
mo’s book, Il selfie del mondo [Selfie of the 
World] (Feltrinelli), and who searches with 
nostalgia for authenticity in an inauthentic 
world.

A restorer can cause more damage 
than a bomb

Before we say our farewells, Donatella Pera-
ni tells me that she is currently working on 
the consolidation of wall frescoes in a villa 
at the gates of Mantua, having spent many 
years working in the Val d’Aosta region and 
Milan, always taking a meticulous approach 
to researching the best form "by adopting 
the most effective procedures". But this field 
has its own fair share of abusive and cow-
boy restorers. As Federico Zeri, the most 
eccentric Italian art historian, put it in his 
book Behind the Image: The Art of Reading 
Paintings, "restoration has been one of the 
scourges of the past 200 years. A restorer 
can cause more damage than a bomb be-
cause, although a bomb blast can certainly 
ruin a work, if is not completely destroyed, 
a single intact fragment can open the way to 
reading the work’s style. By contrast, a re-
storer fully peels off the tableau and, by re-
moving the final layer, makes it impossible 
to analyse and formally interpret it … Just 
a breath of air can destroy some paintings, 
especially those from the sixteenth century 
whose works were made not with thick paint 
like the Venetians’, but with glaze barely a 
millimetre thick, for example Pontormo or 
Rosso Fiorentino, or even better Fra’ Barto-
lomeo and Mariotto Albertinelli. Once the 
works have suffered damage of this kind, 
nothing can be done to repair them … The 
damage done by the passage of time is much 
less than that done by restorers." But that’s 
another story …•
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The "backlog buster" 
decree reduced 
the quality of 
interventions and 
endangered safety 
and environmental 
standards.

Donatella with Francesca 
and Claudia, all united by 
their common passion for  
the art of restoration. 
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Christelle Casse
Associate Researcher, ETUI

The art of managing the intermittent 
artist status in France
In France, artists working in the live performance, film and audiovisual sectors 
have a special kind of unemployment insurance scheme: the régime des salariés 
intermittents du spectacle (scheme for intermittent workers in the performing arts). 
HesaMag went to meet four artists living in the south of France, each of whom 
manages his or her career in a unique way using elaborate organisational skills. 
We asked them about their day-to-day work as artists and the benefits, as well 
as the limitations, of the scheme.

Yannick Barbe, actor, 
musician, autodidact 
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According to the latest available figures (from 
2017), 143 321 workers are registered with 
the French unemployment scheme for in-
termittent workers in the performing arts, 
which is 66% of the 217 153 workers in the 
live performance (dance, theatre, music), 
film and audiovisual sectors, be they artists, 
workers or technicians. This is a rather spe-
cial unemployment insurance scheme. On 
the one hand, it allows organisations and 
firms in these sectors to recruit employees 
on very short fixed-term contracts, with no 
limitation on the number of consecutive con-
tracts (in 2017, the figure went up to more 
than 50 contracts in a year for some), and on 
the other, it entitles workers who have accu-
mulated 507 working hours over a period of 
10 months1 to unemployment benefit during 
non-working periods. However, this scheme 
is restricted to professionals whose work is 
primarily associated with artistic creation 
projects, meaning that it excludes teachers of 
artistic disciplines (such as dance and music 
teachers). The scheme was set up to offset the 
inherent discontinuity of periods of employ-
ment in these professions.2

We met four French performing art-
ists to obtain a better understanding of this 
French scheme for intermittent workers, 
what they gain from it, and the constraints it 
imposes.

First, introductions

Isabelle Uskï is self-taught and sees herself 
primarily as a multidisciplinary artist: she 
dances, plays the accordion and performs 
vocal improvisations and clowning. She is a 
performer, teacher and "explorer of the body 
in motion and in relation", according to the 
website of Chorescence, the company she has 
been directing for 15 years. She has only been 
an intermittent worker since 2015, when she 
decided to focus her activity on creative work.

Régis Soucheyre, on the other hand, 
is a self-employed intermittent worker. An 

"all-rounder", he started with music and pro-
gressed into dance and theatre. He likes pro-
jects that bring him close to the audience. He 
was involved in amateur projects before he 
was made redundant and took advantage of 
this to change career path and become a pro-
fessional artist.

Yannick Barbe, along with Véro Frèche, 
has been co-directing the company Les Noo-
dles, which describes itself as presenting 
"all-terrain theatre" since 2004. A self-taught 
comedian and musician, after graduating and 
working as an architect he started acting as 
an amateur, because he loved it. Since then, 
he has performed in a large number of plays 
with several companies (such as Droguerie 
moderne) and staged theatrical productions, 
often darkly funny, working for Noodles and 
the Compagnie de Poche. We met him at 
home in Grenoble.

Nicolas Hubert has been a dancer 
and choreographer for 20 years. He directs 
the company Épiderme in Grenoble, with 
which he stages creative projects for both 
the theatre and public spaces. His dancing 
career came about after he met a choreogra-
pher when he was studying at the Ecole des 
Beaux Arts and performing as a musician 
in a group. He stayed with his company for 
nine years, during which he trained himself 
in contemporary dance in Paris. In 2004, he 
set up his own company to stage his chore-
ography, first alone and later with different 
dancers and artists.

The French scheme: an exception that 
offers protection

Yannick Barbe sums up the advantages of 
the intermittent workers’ scheme in France: 
"What I like is that I operate as self-employed, 
but with the status of an employed person." 
This is precisely what makes this scheme so 
attractive to a large number of workers in the 

143 321 workers are registered with 
the French unemployment scheme for 
intermittent workers in the performing arts, 
which is 66% of the 217 153 workers in  
the live performance sectors.

1. Ten months for 
technicians, ten and a half 
for artists.

2. Chloé Langeard (2017) 
‘Unemployment Benefit at 
Work. The Appropriation 
of a Public Policy by 
Intermittent Workers in the 
Performing Arts in France’, 
Swiss Journal of Sociology, 
43 (2), 285-307.

artistic sphere: the ability to enjoy independ-
ence within your organisation and to choose 
your own projects, while still being employed 
by each organisation you work for. And all 
this while still drawing unemployment bene-
fit in periods between contracts. This system 
only operates, of course, on the condition that 
one has "put in one’s hours", as the intermit-
tent workers we met described it – that is to 
say, clocked up 507 working hours over a pe-
riod of 10 months. These much-talked-about 
hours were fiercely defended and ultimately 
maintained during the protests triggered off 
in 2003 when the French government sought 
to review these exceptional French arrange-
ments with a plan to reform the intermittent 
workers’ scheme. The four artists we met all 
thought the same: this scheme is financially 
advantageous, and the arrangements are pro-
tective. The "smoothing" of income is a secu-
rity factor: systematic compensation for days 
not worked means that remuneration can be 
levelled out over the year, and changes of ac-
tivity, which are frequent and almost inevita-
ble in these professions, can be offset.

A driver of creativity

As participation in creative artistic projects 
is the number one condition for access to the 
intermittent workers’ scheme, it is in the in-
terest of all artists to prioritise their creative 
projects to the detriment of their other activ-
ities, including audience engagement. "The 
scheme requires people to develop their own 
creative projects," explains Isabelle Uskï. In 
this way, it influences the organisation of the 
artist’s work as much as it denotes member-
ship of a professional world that has its own 
special operating rules.

The terms of the intermittent work-
ers’ scheme therefore make it a power-
ful driver for creative work. But it is also a 
scheme that supports creative activities by 
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provides some stability in earnings. It also 
makes it possible to organise one’s time better 
and offers opportunities for developing long-
term partnerships with organisations outside 
the world of culture, such as schools. There-
fore, developing these activities represents 
an important issue for artists, particularly 
in the field of dance, where the opportunities 
for staging productions are severely limited 
as available resources diminish. In this way, 
audience engagement and working with en-
thusiasts are genuine outlets for artists and 
give meaning to their work. The paradox is 
that this work is not fully recognised by the 
intermittent workers’ scheme: the number of 
hours declared has to be limited if profession-
al artists want to maintain their entitlement 
to the benefit scheme.

These artists do not necessarily want to 
invest in teaching activities more than in ar-
tistic creation. For Nicolas Hubert, teaching 
"is interesting when it is linked to the artistic 
act". He affirms that he needs to feel "first and 
foremost like an artist". His "visceral" attach-
ment to the intermittent workers’ scheme de-
rives, to a large extent, from the fact that he 
is, by turns, a choreographer, a performer and 
a teacher. Yannick Barbe also mentions his 
need for balance between his creative work 
and the "social theatre" he offers with his 
company in the form of workshops at schools 
or other institutions. "Our school is pure cre-
ation," he explains, in contrast to workshops 
that are about "watching life, taking the tem-
perature of the world all the time" to "feed our 
imagination".

Even though the four French artists rec-
ognise the reassurance of regular income that 
the intermittent workers’ scheme can pro-
vide, its operating principle, which dictates a 
number of hours that have to be worked dur-
ing a set period, sometimes leads the artists 
to chase after contracts to "get their status in 
order". Nicolas Hubert admits, "There have 
been jobs that I wouldn’t have chosen to do if 
I hadn’t had to make up the hours". Yannick 
Barbe echoes these comments: "There is an 
economic reality that drives us to go too fast; 
sometimes you have to produce results." The 
quantitative objective and the cut-off point 
that goes with it3 are a source of constant 

providing artists with a certain level of eco-
nomic well-being. As Isabelle Uskï says, "it 
gives you space", and that helps to generate 
new ideas. In her artistic work, she makes a 
real effort to "take time". This is illustrated by 
the titles of her productions, Ralentir (Slow-
ing down) and Respire (Breathe). The scheme 
thus allows artists to take time to explore new 
avenues. Yannick Barbe explains that there 
can be some drifting in the creative process 
before it becomes productive, and for him 
"wasting time is important". The time that is 
"unwaged" but compensated is also used for 
other dimensions of work that are necessary 
for creation, such as documentation, reading, 
and also meeting people to expand an artist’s 

knowledge of a subject. Research is an inte-
gral part of the creative process, and "this 
is necessary to produce high-quality perfor-
mances", the artist explains.

Very busy periods of 
“unemployment”

The unwaged periods that the scheme com-
pensates for are far from being rest periods. 
They are partly devoted to research and cre-
ative work, but they are also used for other 
activities that are vital to artists (particular-
ly when they have their own company), such 
as management, administration, networking 
and organisation. Artists are then in an am-
biguous situation, as Isabelle Uskï explains: 
"All the time you spend looking for partners, 
putting together a project, counts as unem-
ployment." The paradox of this scheme is 
that it does not allow for a clear distinction 
between periods of employment and periods 
of unemployment. A large number of differ-
ent activities have to go into the realisation 
of a performance, ranging from the choice 
of a drama text or choreographic content to 
the technical set-up and the performance 
itself before the audience. Nicolas Hubert, 
as a choreographer and company director, 
admits that he puts his hand to just about 
everything: administration, costumes, cho-
reography, scenery, coaching, performance, 
project supervision, management, and even 
"a bit of psychology". Some of these duties are 
easier to undertake and master than others. 
This versatility is part of the profession and, 
despite the constraints that this can impose, 
it is seen as a plus by the artists, partly be-
cause it gives substance to a profession that is 
sometimes abstract and seen by outsiders as 
"easy" or rather remote from reality.

A scheme with some dead ends

Although the scheme spontaneously steers 
artists towards creative work, more often 
than not they also carry out engagement ac-
tivities for performing arts enthusiasts in 
the form of workshops and courses. Cultural 
institutions – in particular those that award 
subsidies and thus partly finance artistic cre-
ations – usually require some work in coop-
eration with these supporters. In some cases, 
it is also an essential means of "getting their 
status in order": in other words, achieving the 
required 507 hours. Teaching, being easier to 
plan in terms of duration than artistic work, 

"What I like is that 
I operate as self-
employed, but with 
the status of an 
employed person."

3. If the obligatory 
507 hours have not been 
worked by a specific date, 
the artist’s right to benefits 
is automatically forfeited for 
one year.

Isabelle Uskï, 
multidisciplinary artist 
Image: © Patrick Beelaert
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access to information is facilitated but stu-
dents have to be capable of organising their 
projects on their own. Yannick Barbe also 
relates that he draws on skills he developed 
during his architectural training to practise 
his profession as an artist. He still has a taste 
for conceptualising innovative devices, and in 
his creative work he makes use of his skills in 
forward planning and implementation.

Difficulties in putting on shows cast 
a shadow on the future 

Currently in France, particularly in dance, 
there are such significant constraints on put-
ting on shows that they have a serious impact 
on artistic work and creativity. In Nicolas 
Hubert’s experience, the average number of 
performance dates for a choreographic pro-
duction is three. This means that many danc-
ers invest most of their time and money in 
the production and creation of shows with no 
guarantee that they will be able to stage them. 
Programmers are usually overwhelmed with 
information, which encourages them to work 
with people they already know, or, by con-
trast, constantly look for novelty. It is a real 
challenge to raise the profile of your work as 
an artist and to build long-term partnerships. 
The public is not always loyal either, particu-
larly when, as with Nicolas Hubert, the artist 
likes to change style and domain with each 
new project. The difficulties involved in put-
ting on shows cast a shadow on future pros-
pects for a career as a professional dancer.

The compensation scheme for inter-
mittent workers does provide a sense of fi-
nancial security to artists who qualify for it, 
giving them room for manoeuvre to be crea-
tive, but it is no substitute for the true engine 
of artistic work: the relationship with the 
audience. "The profession has less meaning 
when you don’t meet the public, even when 
we’re given the means to work," concludes 
Isabelle Uskï.•

nature of artistic careers. They involve a high 
degree of self-sufficiency and organisational 
skills, particularly in periods between con-
tracts. Régis Soucheyre, for instance, con-
fides that he sets himself timetables and or-
ganisational rules on a daily and weekly basis 
– such as no weekend working except during 
performance periods – as a framework for 
his commitment to work. He also limits his 
creative time so as to have more time to de-
vote to putting on shows. From his former ca-
reer as an accountant, he has retained a taste 
for efficient, structured work. Performance 
periods are different: that’s when he shakes 
off his routine. Self-organising is something 
that Nicolas Hubert learned at the Ecole des 
Beaux-Arts in Paris, where he studied before 
he became a dancer. In this kind of training, 
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stress for these intermittent artists. Nicolas 
Hubert, for example, admits that, even after 
20 years of working on an intermittent ba-
sis and a great creative career recognised by 
professionals in the cultural field and by the 
public, he still worries about doing "enough 
hours" to qualify for the time limit. How-
ever much he plans his work over the year, 
projects are always throwing up unforeseen 
circumstances that can prevent him from 
meeting the time target, which means he is 
always overworked. Régis Soucheyre also re-
lates that his greatest fear is not having a reg-
ular income. Taking it upon himself to do the 
work of promoting and putting on his shows 
is a way of ensuring that money will come in, 
which gives him reassurance.

Limited health protection

Social security rights for intermittent work-
ers in France are calculated in a different way 
from the rights of other employees under the 
ordinary arrangements. To be entitled to com-
pensation in the event of illness or pregnancy, 
for example, the quota of hours to be worked 
is different from the 507 hours of work in 
10 months required for unemployment bene-
fits. In this case, a worker has to provide evi-
dence of 600 hours of work over 12 months or 
there is no sick pay. What is more, the calcula-
tion differs according to when the artist falls 
ill. And when an intermittent worker is ill for 
short periods, in order to be eligible for ben-
efits, he or she has the same quota of working 
hours to achieve over the period of 10 months 
as people who have not been ill. In any case, 
it is not easy for artists to back out of a date 
for a show or a performance, even when they 
are ill. In other words, intermittent workers 
need to be in good health, as otherwise they 
run the risk of being automatically excluded 
from the scheme.

It is not easy to manage the situation 
of intermittent work and the multifaceted 

This versatility is part of the profession and, 
despite the constraints that this can impose,  
it is seen as a plus by the artists.

Nicolas Hubert, 
choreographer and 
company director
Image: © Pascale Cholette
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Bethany Staunton
ETUI

Herding cats or fighting like lions?
Artists and trade union organising
Trade unions have existed in the UK’s arts sector for a long time, and new ones 
continue to spring up. But what kind of challenges do they face in this rather 
particular industry? Are artists a class apart when it comes to labour movement 
activism, or can they find common ground with fellow workers?

Dancers from the 
Paris Opera Ballet 
demonstrate over 
planned changes to 
their pension plan.
Image: © Belga
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"If you’re working in the arts, you’re very un-
dervalued," says Zita Holbourne, a woman 
who knows the industry from the inside: as 
a visual artist, author, illustrator, poet and 
graphic designer, but also as an active trade 
unionist. "There’s a complete disrespect to-
wards artists, across the world. They’re ex-
pected to live off thin air, from the love of 
what they do. But imagine a world without 
art: it would be miserable." 

As joint national chair of the Artists’ 
Union England (AUE), Zita has a good over-
view of the kind of issues artists are facing 
in their working lives. As she points out, 
"Our membership is not the internationally 
renowned, millionaire artists." Some of the 
primary concerns include people reneging 
on contracts, rogue landlords leasing expen-
sive studio facilities that don’t meet health 
and safety standards, and the financial dif-
ficulty of living solely from one’s art. "A lot 
of young people are creating their own spac-
es but on the side have to take on low-paid 
work, often on zero-hour contracts," she 
says. "They’re too exhausted to do any artis-
tic work." Over the past ten years of austerity 
in the UK, she has seen artists increasingly 
being expected to produce for free, with the 
justification that they should be grateful for 
the "exposure". Austerity has indeed hit the 
sector hard in recent times. According to the 
County Councils Network, England’s largest 
grouping of councils, local authority spend-
ing on culture and the arts has been reduced 
by almost 400 million pounds (470 million 
euros) in the last decade.

Certified1 as recently as 2016, the AUE 
filled a vacuum in England’s industrial rela-
tions landscape, where there was previously 
no union dedicated to representing profes-
sional visual and applied artists. The union’s 
membership is still only in the hundreds, its 
staff is entirely made up of volunteers, and 
its resources are limited. "It’s a chicken and 
egg situation," says Zita. "We need to grow 
the membership, but we need paid organisers 
to do so." However, it is slowly growing and it 
has ambitions, primarily to gain recognition 
from major employing arts organisations and 
public bodies in order to negotiate collective 
agreements in the sector. In such a precarious 
sector, though, there can be a degree of cau-
tiousness amongst artists when it comes to 
labour activism: "A lot of our members don’t 
want to come down too hard [on employers] 
because it can affect their work. They want a 
softer approach." 

In the "art world", the realities of the in-
dustry can define the way trade unions organ-
ise within it, and particularly the challenges 
they face in doing so. As Sarah Jaffe, author 
of the book Work Won’t Love You Back (out in 
early 2021), remarks, creative industries can 
tend to set themselves apart: "The 'art world' 
is a phrase I find really fascinating because 
nobody else talks about their industry being 
a 'world'. It’s not the 'art industry' or the 'art 
sector', it’s the 'art world' and you’re 'lucky' to 
be a part of it." Jaffe points out the hypocrisy 
of this attitude next to the reality of most art-
ists’ working conditions. "The internet meme 
version of it is 'Do what you love and you’ll 

Paris Opéra ballerinas pirouetted their protest 
on the steps of the Palais Garnier; the Chicago 
Symphony musicians played a series of free 
public concerts.

1. The UK government 
procedure for granting a 
‘certificate of independence’ 
to a trade union, thereby 
recognising it as an 
independent organisation.

never work a day in your life'. Really, it’s 'Do 
what you love and you will work all the time 
and rarely get paid for it'. And if artists don’t 
get paid, the only people who are going to be 
artists are rich people. That doesn’t lead us 
anywhere good as a society." 

“A nightmare for trade union 
organising”

The concerns and issues the AUE encounters 
aren’t just restricted to the visual arts. Across 
the arts professions, the same issues pop 
up again and again: low pay, precarity and 
a lack of social and employment protection. 
Saxophone player Richard Mulhearn, who 
has spent years playing his way around the 
gig circuit, says of the music industry: "It’s a 
funny and fickle business." After completing 
his jazz training, Richard, who is now based 
in Scotland, realised he was going to have to 
take on other work if he wanted to make a liv-
ing, primarily teaching and playing in "pure 
entertainment" event bands. "I’m always con-
scious of having to do different things to keep 
going. But I’m proud that I’ve always man-
aged to keep it music." Richard is a member 
of the Musicians’ Union (MU), which he finds 
very useful for such services as advice on con-
tracts and training on music software. 

In fact, while visual artists may not 
have had their own union in England for 
some time (there is a Scottish Artists Un-
ion), there is a rich tradition of trade union-
ism amongst other creative professionals 
across the UK. The MU, which has 31 000 
members, has negotiated dozens of collective 
agreements to protect performers’ rights and 
conditions. Equity, the union for performers 
and entertainment professionals, has a mem-
bership of over 47 000 and engages in collec-
tive bargaining with key industry employers, 
setting minimum pay levels and terms and 
conditions ("Equity contracts"). Meanwhile, 
the Writers’ Guild of Great Britain, with a 
membership of around 2 500, has negotiated 
rates and agreements across theatre, televi-
sion, radio and film; and the Society of Au-
thors, with a membership of 11 000, engages 
in campaigning, lobbying, negotiation and 
representation on behalf of many writers. 

The first questions that come to mind 
when considering the strength of a trade un-
ion movement are the effectiveness of work-
place organising and the bargaining power the 
workers have, neither of which are apparent 
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The digital age has 
brought a new raft of 
issues, or repackaged 
old ones.

more complex self-conceptualisation than 
being just one "worker" among many, and in 
turn form another, internal, barrier to trade 
union organising. 

Brave new world

However, despite the many challenges, 
unions have undeniably made significant 
achievements in the arts sectors in terms of 
recognition, standard-setting, the negotia-
tion of industry-level collective agreements, 
and a great deal of campaigning and lobby-
ing to protect their members’ rights. But the 
digital age has brought a new raft of issues, 
or repackaged old ones. One example in the 
live music sector concerns music agents, 
who according to Umney have "traditional-
ly played quite an exclusive 'gatekeeper' role 
in the industry, seeking out and negotiating 
work on behalf of musicians and engaging 
in collective bargaining with the MU to ne-
gotiate commission rates". But an incipient 
trend has been the arrival of online agencies. 
In these agencies, musicians sign up for a 
fee and then get matched to clients, like, as 
Umney puts it, "a price comparison website": 
"Their business model is based on custom-
er service rather than representing artists." 
Umney emphasises that these "platforms" 
are not as developed as those found in other, 
digitalised areas of the economy, such as food 
delivery and transport, where the process is 
even more automated and the data is more so-
phisticated, but they nevertheless reveal how 
technological developments can begin to re-
shape the performer-client relationship. This 
is just one among many issues that musicians 
and their trade unions are facing in the digi-
tal age, another big one being copyright. The 
MU strongly supported the EU Copyright Di-
rective, which came into force in June 2019, 
arguing that the Directive strengthens mu-
sicians’ rights regarding licensing their work 
for use and receiving payment for its distri-
bution, particularly on digital platforms like 
YouTube. The retention of these rights after 
Brexit is therefore going to be an important 
issue, along with other concerns such as per-
formers’ ability to tour around Europe and 
engage in cross-border cultural cooperation 
(a particular appeal of the European social 
partners of the Live Performance Social Dia-
logue Committee in January 2020).

Writers (and their unions) are also 
dealing with the impact of technological 

in the "art world". Certainly, in particular 
sectors and professions, artists have engaged 
very effectively in strike action, with some 
of the standout examples in the past decade 
coming from the US and France. In 2007-
08, about 12 000 Writers’ Guild of America 
members famously went on strike for 100 
days in a dispute over residual payments for 
online distributions, costing the Californian 
economy around 2 billion dollars. As recent-
ly as 2019, the Chicago Symphony Orchestra 
went on their longest-ever strike over chang-
es to their pension plan (not the first of its 
kind either: a series of orchestra strikes have 
taken place across US cities over the last ten 
years). In France, amidst the general resist-
ance against President Macron’s pension re-
forms, ballet dancers at the Paris Opéra went 
on strike at the end of 2019 to protect their 
pension plan. In these shared workplaces and 
lucrative industries, artists can have serious 
clout when they stand together. It also doesn’t 
hurt that they can use their creative talent to 
garner public support: Paris Opéra ballerinas 
pirouetted their protest on the steps of the 
Palais Garnier; the Chicago Symphony musi-
cians played a series of free public concerts.

But for many freelance artists, espe-
cially the younger and less established who 
put all their energy and resources into their 
creative work, union engagement and its 
benefits are not always so apparent. One ob-
vious barrier is cost. Artists are more often 
than not working and living on a shoestring 
budget. Alice Roots of the London-based per-
formance company "Figs in Wigs" has only 
just started making enough money to not 
need a supplementary income, after almost a 
decade in the business. As a performance art-
ist creating her own material with her fellow 

players, she also has to take into account the 
many hours spent on applications for the 
funding that makes their projects possible. 
"Everything’s partly commissioned and part-
ly applied for," she says. Furthermore, there 
is no specific welfare provision for artists in 
the UK, unlike in France, for example, where 
the "intermittents" social security scheme 
provides freelance workers in the perform-
ing arts with a degree of financial support in 
periods of unemployment (see article p. 39).  
Alice, while basing her rates on those set by 
Equity, has not been able to afford the expense 
of membership for years. 

Zita Holbourne identified similar issues 
for AUE members: "Many artists just can’t af-
ford to pay the membership fee consistently." 
Although fluctuating membership is "tradi-
tionally frowned upon" by trade unions, says 
Zita, the AUE recognises this as one of the 
realities of the sector. She also remarks that 
some artists working in different kinds of 
media can find themselves between unions, 
not knowing where their natural place is; this 
is why the AUE broadened its membership 
criteria to include moving image and sound. 
Then there is the highly casual nature of 
many artistic labour markets, particularly in 
the live performance sector, with gigging mu-
sicians often paid cash-in-hand by the many 
smaller venues. "I’ve never signed a piece of 
paper," says Thomas McConnell, musician 
and frontman of the band "Novelty Island", 
also commenting that he often doesn’t know 
what cut his agent is receiving from his gigs. 

"It’s a nightmare for trade union or-
ganising," says Charles Umney, Associate 
Professor in Work and Employment Re-
lations at the University of Leeds who re-
searches artistic labour markets. And the 
problems don’t just concern the precarious 
status of the workers, which can be found in 
many industries in today’s labour market. 
"Some people say that music is the original 
gig economy. But there are so many things 
about the arts that are very specific." Some 
issues in fact concern the attitudes of the 
artists themselves. Umney, who has re-
searched the organising potential amongst 
jazz musicians, found from his interviews 
that the "meaning" some artists attributed 
to their work led them to accept or be fatal-
istic about poor working conditions, which 
was problematic for union legitimacy. Art-
ists’ creative investment in their labour and 
the aim of many to receive recognition for 
their individual endeavours can create a 
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designers, curators, art and design teachers, 
and theatre performers. There is a feeling that 
"the issues are common", not just amongst 
"creatives" but also with those of many pre-
carious workers: unpaid internships, a lack of 
transparency, overtime, stress and burnout. 
The branches work together, with members 
attending each other’s meetings, in a recog-
nition of solidarity across professions, across 
sectors, and between individuals who may as-
cribe "meaning" and "purpose" to their work 
in different ways.

There are many ways that artists and 
performers come together in collaboration, 
mutual support and shared ideas, such as art 
collectives, membership organisations and 
individual mentoring programmes. Some 
artists may just gravitate towards alterna-
tive forms of activism. In her research, Sarah 
Jaffe has come across the opinion that "artists 
are often very aware of their working condi-
tions and precarity, but their first reaction is 
often to make art about it rather than to think 
about collectively organising." However, Jaffe 
doesn’t believe this means that artists can’t 
be organised, quite the contrary: "I think it’s 
easy to say that you can’t organise this or that 
kind of worker because they’re just inherently 
selfish or not interested in collective action. 
Most people know how screwed they are. 
What they lack is the awareness and instruc-
tions for how to do something about it." From 
the examples in the UK and elsewhere, what 
is certain is that artists of all stripes are or-
ganising as workers – and that when they do, 
they don’t lack for creativity.•

advances. The internet has opened up great-
er opportunities for self-publishing, but this 
comes with its own problems. Nick Yapp, 
Chair of the WGGB’s Books Committee, ex-
plains that the committee’s main concern at 
the moment is "to investigate those online 'in-
dependent' publishers who offer writers with-
out agents package deals to publish, promote 
and market their books. Though many of 
these publishers are acting and charging rea-
sonably, in good faith, there are others who 
charge anything up to 5 500 pounds per book 
to print 50 or 100 copies, to arrange for an 
ISBN, and publish it." The WGGB are carry-
ing out a survey on the issue. In Yapp’s experi-
ence, a changing industry can disrupt a trade 
union’s best efforts. He cites, for example, 
the WGGB’s 1980s campaign for a minimum 
terms agreement for their members with the 
major British publishing houses: "After a slow 
start, some 20 of these publishers had signed. 
But just as it seemed that most of the other 
publishers would also sign, the fixed retail 
price of books was abandoned" – making 
such an agreement impossible. The Society of 
Authors, who claimed in a 2017 open letter to 
publishers that "The internet has changed the 
way we buy books", have also cited concerns 
with such online retail giants as Amazon, 
where standard retail copies of books directly 
compete with cheaper copies from external 
suppliers, which may have come from surplus 
stock and which authors often receive lower 
royalties for.

The “Nouvelle Vague”

Exceptionalism and individualism may be 
prevailing attitudes in the "arts world" but 
they are not universal, and certain recent 
examples of trade union action reveal the 
approaches of some creatives to be quite 
the opposite. One of the most interesting 
things about the Artists Union England is 
that one of its membership criteria is to be 

a "socially engaged" artist, meaning that the 
artist should in some way be doing important 
work in and for their communities. It signals 
an approach that places the importance of po-
litical and social awareness front and centre 
in labour movement activism. This emphasis 
on active engagement may strike a chord with 
another, even more recent, union: the "Design 
and Culture Workers" branch of the United 
Voices of the World union (UVW-DCW). The 
UVW is a union that, along with its sister or-
ganisation the Independent Workers of Great 
Britain (IWGB), has focused its energies on 
precarious workers (many of whom are mi-
grants), representing cleaners, caterers, se-
curity guards, architects and sex workers, 
amongst others. The UVW-DCW had its first 
meeting in October 2019. It was born out of 
a "self-organised learning group" in London 
called "Evening Class" that had spent a couple 
of years carrying out research into designers’ 
working conditions and eventually decided it 
was time to set up a trade union. The UVW 
was able to offer a ready-made structure and 
a common vision. 

"We want to reframe how creative work 
is thought about," says one member, a digital 
designer who preferred to remain anony-
mous so as to represent the union’s "collective 
voice". "People feel they should be grateful. It 
depoliticises them, strips them of any feeling 
that they have rights. I’m part of a union be-
cause we need to have solidarity with other 
people and recognise that it’s a very unequal 
profession." The members come from di-
verse "creative" backgrounds: artists, fashion 

There is a feeling that "the issues are common", 
not just amongst "creatives" but also with 
those of many precarious workers.
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How France Télécom broke the law
On 20 December 2019, the Paris Criminal Court delivered a landmark verdict, 
finding France Télécom and seven of its former senior managers guilty of 
“institutional moral harassment” in the health and social welfare crisis that hit 
the company between 2007 and 2010, during which 35 employees committed 
suicide. This judgment, following an unusual trial that lasted 46 sessions, was a 
world first. Here we look back at its key elements.

For Vincent Talaouit, this 
trial should help to bring 
back some humanity in 
the contemporary world 
of work. 
Images: © Sadak Souici  
(p. 47, 48)

Fabienne Scandella
Sociologist
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The word uttered most often during the ten-
week trial was "NExT": "New Experience 
of Telecommunications".1 In the light of the 
crisis it caused, the term now sounds like a 
crass mistake, but in 2005 it was used almost 
innocently to refer to the three-year plan de-
vised by the new management team at France 
Télécom (subsequently rebranded Orange). 
The original plan was a strategic and finan-
cial one: a business policy, pure and simple. 
In 2006, however, company bosses started 
judging its success by a new metric: the ob-
jective of 22 000 staff departures, "through 
the window or the door"2, and 10 000 relo-
cations within three years out of a workforce 
of almost 120 000, most of whom had civil 
service status. In this market leader in the 
French telecom sector, where the workers 
had already experienced repeated rounds of 
cutbacks, first after privatisation and then the 
introduction of market competition followed 
by massive debt, this policy of drastic head-
count reduction created a toxic workplace en-
vironment.

Management, keen to shed personnel 
they regarded as surplus to requirements 
and avoid a costly redundancy scheme (and 
therefore union consultation), couched its 
PR message in terms of "organic" and "vol-
untary" departures and relocations.3 But this 
language concealed the brutality with which 
their "forced-march" policy was introduced. 
Everyone was obliged to participate, and 
any methods were permissible. The com-
pany encouraged junior management to set 
aside qualms about the task they were giv-
en by training them in highly destabilising 
tactics – for example, removing chairs from 
offices, demoting colleagues arbitrarily, and 
excluding people from team meetings – and 
by offering them financial incentives.4 This 
quickly created the desired climate of uncer-
tainty: working conditions deteriorated, col-
lectives and solidarity were undermined, and 
the working environment became stressful. 

Misery spread among the company’s repre-
sentatives and employees nationwide: stress, 
arguments, bouts of weeping, burnout, in-
somnia, anxiety, depression and other men-
tal health issues, and increases in suicides 
and attempted suicides. Management re-
mained unmoved, despite a growing number 
of warnings about the intensifying crisis from 
all those with safeguarding responsibilities; 
their attention was focused on performance 
indicators for their NExT scheme.

The “butterfly effect” defence:  
an exercise in denial 

Under media pressure, France Télécom’s 
top management finally broke its silence 
in 2009, after the suicide crisis (28 sui-
cides in 20 months) attracted publicity and 
aroused public feeling. On 15 September 

Management remained unmoved, despite 
a growing number of warnings about the 
intensifying crisis; their attention was 
focused on performance indicators for  
their "NExT" scheme.

1. The trial was notable 
for its four-year preliminary 
inquiry, its million pages of 
investigation files, and its 
more than 100 plaintiffs 
and criminal charges 
being brought against 
the top management of a 
CAC40 company (France’s 
benchmark stock market 
index).
2. This was how Didier 
Lombard expressed it in his 
speech to France Télécom 
senior management on 
20 October 2006.
3. The term applies both to 
changes in role (for example 
from technician to call-
centre advisor) as well as 
geographical relocations.
4. The trial established that 
a proportion of managers’ 
salaries was linked to 
achieving the target 
number of departures. 

Samira Guerrouj went 
to all the hearings to 
understand the extent 
of the managerial 
strategy that she 
suffered under.



spring-summer 2020/HesaMag #2149 From the unions 3/4

2009, then-CEO Didier Lombard demon-
strated his absence of compassion when he 
remarked, "This suicide trend has to end." 
The apology that followed resembled that of 
a technocrat who was unkeen on press con-
ferences apologising for a slip of the tongue. 
But when he referred to the "Werther effect" 
(copycat suicides) on the stand last year, it 
was clear that the denial of responsibility was 
strategic. Lombard maintained that media 
attention had caused the suicide crisis and 
that this attention had "spoiled things" and 
"deprived colleagues of their success".5 The 
plaintiffs were stunned by this, as they were 
throughout 10 weeks of debates in which 
denials of responsibility were accompanied 
by attempts to normalise bullying. As well 
as the Werther effect, the accused and their 

counsel put forward a line of defence alleg-
ing a "butterfly effect": words were uttered in 
Paris headquarters and deaths subsequently 
occurred in the regions, but a butterfly can-
not be held responsible for a storm. This line 
of reasoning enabled the defence to suggest 
the accused had neither intention nor respon-
sibility, emphasising their physical distance 
from victims and France Télécom’s struc-
tural complexity. The underlying aim was to 
deflect responsibility onto middle manage-
ment for misinterpreting instructions from 
Paris and applying them with a harshness 
that was middle management’s doing alone. 
They also claimed the effects of the storm had 
been exaggerated. The suicide rate at France 
Télécom was not "abnormal", they suggested, 
compared to the national average, and suicide 

entry on arrival at work. Within three months, 
this cruel and dehumanising regime had taken 
its toll on him, with psychological effects that 
were inevitable, dramatic and debilitating.

Vincent Talaouit hoped the trial would 
bring acknowledgement of the harassment 
he suffered and the conviction of those 
responsible. But he also wanted to make 
his own contribution to creating a working 
environment that is less brutal than the one he 
experienced, so that he would not have to tell 
his children, who will join the labour force in a 
decade, that he stood by and did nothing.

Vincent Talaouit described his experiences 
in a book co-written with Bernard Nicolas: 
Ils ont failli me tuer (They Almost Killed Me), 
Flammarion, 2010.

felt like The Raft of the Medusa,2 and he was 
left brandishing his employment contract 
and constantly demanding its amendment. 
He invoked his rights and the law. Something 
made him want to fight on, convinced that the 
misunderstanding could not go on, the climate 
would change. And while he waited, he tried, he 
says, to “remain dignified and upright”.

An apparent lifeline that was thrown to him 
turned out to be nothing of the sort. On the 
pretext of helping him find a new role, under the 
ACT programme (the social component of the 
NExT scheme), Talaouit was regularly summoned 
for interviews with Orange Perspective’s 
Development Space. But no real development 
was on offer; the objective was quite different. 
The company had repurposed the “cycle of grief” 
diagram, devised to help patients undergoing 
palliative care,3 to prompt workers it wanted 
to get rid of into a stage of “mourning for their 
jobs”. There followed interviews with “psycho-
babblers”, as he calls them, who for months met 
his resistance with impatient suggestions, such 
as “You’re in denial!” and “Accept it, Mr Talaouit, 
you can see the diagram! This is the moment 
to grieve.”

The coup de grâce came in 2007, when his 
team was relocated from the Montrouge site to 
Issy-les-Moulineaux in the Paris suburbs. Having 
received a tip-off that he and two others had not 
been “factored in” to the move, they received 
a last-minute assurance that they would not be 
left behind. But the day after the move, after all 
his things had been transferred, he was refused 

Left behind in 
the move
Vincent Talaouit, an inventive, enthusiastic, 
productive engineer, long wondered why France 
Télécom suddenly decided to get rid of him. 
Why did a company that claimed it had to meet 
technological challenges or die begin treating 
an engineer who seemed ideally suited to the 
competitive battle to innovate as persona non 
grata? There was no plausible explanation to be 
found in Vincent Talaouit’s day-to-day activity 
for the company, where he was kept busy 
working on projects and filing patents. The 
trial that recently concluded instead provided 
another response to his question: it wasn’t 
personal. Slashing costs is indeed a logic-
defying kind of madness.

Things turned sour for Vincent Talaouit, a 
France Télécom employee since 1996, when 
his research and development team was 
reorganised in 2004. Orange France’s new 
technical director was intent on reducing team 
headcount from 15 to 10. Two relocations 
reduced his target to three, and Talaouit was 
one of them. Problems began to mount up 
for him: his working conditions were changed 
without consultation,1 and he was increasingly 
sidelined in ways that were insidious and 
painful. He was put in an unbearably stressful 
position: at work, and doing nothing wrong, 
but aware that his presence no longer 
mattered. Eventually he was removed from 
the organisation chart. His company now 

1. Over this period, his 
normal annual salary 
increases and the variable 
portion of his pay were 
suspended and he 
was demoted without 
consultation. 
2. The title of a famous 
oil painting by Théodore 
Géricault (1791-1824) 
depicting a shipwreck.

3. This was developed 
by the psychiatrist 
Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. 
France Télécom’s version 
of the diagram has six 
stages: announcement, 
refusal to understand 
(corresponding to Kübler-
Ross’s denial), resistance 
(anger), decompression 
(depression), resignation 
and integration 
(acceptance).

5. Burel L. (2019) ‘L’ex-PDG 
[…], toujours sans regrets 
au procès France Télécom’ 
(Former CEO […] still has 
no regrets at the France 
Télécom trial), L’Obs,  
7 May 2019.
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In this market leader 
in the French telecom 
sector, the policy of 
drastic headcount 
reduction created 
a toxic workplace 
environment.

In September 2009, having been aggressively 
rebuked by a supervisor, she was again taken 
ill at the office. The following day her badge 
was deactivated and she was intercepted 
on arrival. Without explanation, she was 
detained for two hours and prevented from 
sitting down, making a phone call or going 
to the toilet. She was then forced to go to an 
occupational doctor who, without listening 
to her, declared her unfit for work. Guerrouj 
understood this unilateral opinion was 
intended to trigger the dismissal procedure. 
She challenged it and succeeded in getting 
the doctor to reverse his original opinion 
in October 2009. Having returned to work, 
she was now sent to ‘Discovery Days’, which 
required long journeys in search of jobs 
that did not exist or were unrelated to her 
skills. Finally, she was told she was being 
compulsorily transferred to a made-up job 
at three different sites with three different 
managers. This cruel treatment was what 
made Samira Guerrouj crack. She decided to 
take her life by throwing herself under a metro 
train. “I couldn’t see any way out, any escape. 
I’d knocked on every single door.” An inspector 
managed to stop her just in time. Later, while 
heavily medicated, she fell and fractured 
her femur. Her post-traumatic stress was 
diagnosed as work-related.

need to be useful. “Being sidelined is never a 
trivial matter, even if you’re strong.”

In December 2007, when she was about 
to begin a new position as a customer 
complaints officer, her belongings were 
thrown in the bin. She made a complaint but 
came under strong pressure from her new 
manager to withdraw it. “You’re finished. 
You can be crushed like a cigarette butt,” 
she was told. When she gave in to these 
threats, withdrawing her complaint proved 
impossible. She ended up in a hospital A&E 
department, after which she was belittled 
and humiliated. In March 2008, following 
aggression on the part of management, 
she was again taken ill. She was put on 
compulsory sick leave while France Télécom’s 
investigation team conducted an inquiry 
and was judged fit to return to work in July 
2008. An occupational health doctor told 
her, “I realise you’re going into the lion’s den, 
but there’s nothing I can do.” On her return, 
she was given formal notice that she had to 
find a different position within a year or face 
dismissal. For several months, she had to sit 
in a large open-plan area on public view “with 
no equipment, brief or task to accomplish”. 
Every day, she had to endure her supervisor’s 
ritual enquiries: “When are you going to hand 
in your resignation? Aren’t you tired of living 
like this?”

“They preferred to 
destroy me rather 
than give me work”
Samira Guerrouj attended every sitting of 
the trial, hoping to understand, see justice 
done, and resume her life that was put on 
hold in 2007. The story of her ordeal shows 
the human cost of creating a workplace 
atmosphere that induces stress.

Work had a strong, fundamental value for 
Guerrouj; it gave her independence and 
financial autonomy, along with a sense that 
she was doing something useful, which was 
very important to her. She joined France 
Télécom in 2004 as a management secretary 
with a degree in business, marketing and 
PR, and a passion for customer service. 
In 2007, after three exhausting years, 
during which she came to see herself as the 
general dogsbody and resident punchbag, 
she requested an internal transfer, which 
was refused. She was then sidelined and 
thereafter had to try to organise an internal 
transfer for herself. “Most of the time, I 
had nothing to do,” she explained, giving 
evidence on the thirtieth day of the trial. 
“Facing my colleagues was torture.” The lack 
of work undermined her sense of self and her 

attempts were made only by those who were 
already vulnerable. Denial not only has a 
tough hide; it also has fangs.

On 20 December 2019, the Paris Crim-
inal Court delivered a judgment that rejected 
this normalisation of bullying. In a rigorous-
ly argued decision running to 345 pages, the 
judges upheld the unprecedented charge of 
"institutional moral harassment". This, the 
presiding judge explained, was the result of 
a business policy targeting a collective, with 
the aim or effect of degrading working con-
ditions to an extent that exceeds the normal 
exercise of management power. The methods 
used, which knowingly aimed to destabilise 
representatives and employees in order to 
force them to leave, were ruled unlawful. 
In addition, as it had been established that 
senior management had repeatedly exerted 
pressure on middle management to effect 
22 000 departures by any means, the judges 

dismissed the "shield" used by the defence. 
As a result, the company, as a moral person, 
and the seven managers accused, including 
Lombard, were found guilty of "institution-
al moral harassment" and collusion. Aside 
from the suspended element of the sentenc-
es, the court imposed the maximum penal-
ties for crimes of this sort. A legal precedent 
has been set.•
More information

du Roy I. (2009) Orange stressé: Le management 
par le stress à France Télécom (Orange stress: 
Managing through stress at France Télécom),  
Paris, La Découverte.

Beynel E. (ed.) (2020) La raison des plus forts: 
Chronique du procès France Télécom (The reason 
of the strongest: A chronicle of the France Télécom 
trial), Ivry-sur-Seine, Éditions de l’Atelier.
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A global outbreak of silicosis in 
an unexpected industry
Considered by many a malady of the past, silicosis, a progressive and incurable 
lung disease, has emerged on a worrying scale amongst workers fabricating and 
installing artificial stone kitchen and bathroom countertops. Silicosis is caused by 
the long-term inhalation of fine dust particles known as respirable crystalline silica. 
Silicosis’s reappearance in developed economies such as Europe, Australia and the 
United States, with young workers once again dying of this entirely preventable 
disease, begs the question: where did it all go wrong?

Steven Ronsmans
Occupational physician and researcher, KU Leuven, University of Leuven, Belgium

In 2012, in front of a luxury 
clothing store in Rome, 
protestors denounced the 
technique of sandblasting 
jeans, which has caused 
outbreaks of silicosis, 
particularly in Turkey.
Image: © Belga
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Bob1, a 41-year-old manual worker, was re-
ferred to our clinic for occupational diseases 
in the University Hospital of Leuven (Bel-
gium) by his lung specialist. He complained 
of a dry cough, but his lung function tests 
did not show any abnormalities. However, 
when we saw the image of his chest CT scan, 
we were struck by the numerous small white 
spots all over his lungs, typical of silicosis. 
How was it possible that this man had been 
struck by this disease at such a young age, 
and where did the silica dust that had caused 
it come from? 

Bob had been working for 10 years in a 
two-man company producing and installing 
artificial stone kitchen countertops, a job not 
usually linked with the risk of silicosis. How-
ever, he told us that he made the countertops 
by mixing epoxy resin, gravel, sand, pigment, 
and fine silica flour. After the countertops 
were cured, he had to grind and polish them, 
probably leading to a high degree of silica ex-
posure, as there was no appropriate dust con-
trol at the workshop. His yearly occupational 
health examination did not include a chest 
X-ray, so he had never known that something 
was going on in his lungs. We then discovered 
that Bob’s only colleague also had breathing 
problems. When we invited him for a consul-
tation, he told us he had been taking asthma 
medication for the last three years but that it 
had not helped his symptoms. When we saw 
his CT scan, the resemblance with that of his 
co-worker was striking: there was no doubt 
that he also had silicosis. 

Silicosis: a very contemporary 
problem

Silicosis, an occupational disease first recog-
nised centuries ago, remains a global health 
problem today, mainly hitting low- and mid-
dle-income countries. In the United States, 
Australia and Europe, the occurrence of sil-
icosis has been declining in recent decades 
due to improved prevention strategies but 
also to a large extent because many hazard-
ous industries such as mining have closed 
down or moved to the global South. This 
made many in Europe think that silicosis 
was a disease of the past. However, it has 
never fully disappeared. It is estimated that 

in the EU, five million workers are potential-
ly regularly exposed to respirable crystalline 
silica. Those working in quarrying, mining, 
stonemasonry, construction, roadworks, 
sandblasting, ceramics and foundries are 
most at risk.

Silicosis regularly re-emerges in new 
production processes or industries. One 
of the worst recent outbreaks occurred in 
Turkey amongst workers sandblasting den-
im jeans to give them a "worn-out" look. 
Sandblasting was done mostly by young 
men in unregistered workplaces without 
any protection, leading to high exposure to 
fine silica dust and extremely high rates of 
silicosis – and, in many cases, death. These 
findings led to a Turkish ban on the process 
in 2009, after which much of the produc-
tion – and the accompanying working con-
ditions – moved to countries such as China, 
Bangladesh, India and Pakistan2.

The emergence of silicosis in the arti-
ficial stone countertop industry in the last 

It is estimated that in 
the EU, five million 
workers are potentially 
regularly exposed  
to respirable 
crystalline silica. 

radiograph (X-ray) of the chest. When the first 
symptoms appear, they can be very subtle: 
being short of breath when taking the stairs 
or not being able to go biking with friends 
anymore. At that point a lot of damage has 
already been done to the lungs. As dust has 
already built up, the disease can even progress 
after the exposure has stopped. At present 
there is no known treatment which will arrest 
the progression of this disease. Some workers 
may eventually need a lung transplant. Beyond 
silicosis, other possible effects of exposure 
include airway obstruction, tuberculosis, renal 
diseases, several autoimmune diseases and 
lung cancer (see box). Silica is classified as 
a group 1 carcinogen by the International 
Agency for Research on Cancer, and as with 
any carcinogen, one of the major problems is 
that workers get ill long after the exposure 
has taken place – most of the time when they 
are already retired – making the association 
between the disease and working conditions 
less clear. 

It’s not dust, 
it’s silica
Silica is the most abundant mineral in the 
Earth’s crust and its most hazardous form, 
crystalline silica, is present at varying 
concentrations in rocks such as sandstone, 
granite, slate and sand, but also in manmade 
materials like concrete and fire bricks. 
However, as we have tragically learned with 
asbestos, naturally occurring minerals are not 
necessarily innocuous. The very fine particles 
(smaller than 0,01 mm or 10 µm) generated 
by high-speed mechanical processes such 
as drilling, cutting, grinding, crushing, 
hammering or sandblasting are the most 
hazardous because they are able to reach the 
deepest parts of the lungs. After many years 
of inhaling silica, scars form in the lungs, 
initially invisible in medical imaging. As the 
disease progresses, the scars become larger 
and visible on a CT scan and eventually on a 
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2. Clean Clothes 
Campaign – Deadly 
Denim: Sandblasting in 
the Bangladesh Garment 
Industry.

1. Not his real name. The 
story of both workers was 
published in a medical 
journal with the consent of 
the workers [Ronsmans et 
al. (2019) Occup Environ 
Med, 76:133-134].
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decade has been reported in countries as 
diverse as Spain, Australia, Israel, Italy, the 
United States, Belgium, New Zealand and 
China. The market for these countertops has 
been booming since 2000. Many customers 
prefer these stones as they are available in 
many different colours and patterns and are 
indistinguishable from natural stone, but 
cheaper. Artificial stone is formed by mix-
ing a "filler" with a synthetic resin, which is 
then moulded into slabs and heat-cured. In 
most stones, the filler is a crushed rock con-
taining high percentages of crystalline silica 
(quartz or cristobalite). As a result, the silica 
content of artificial stone is generally more 
than 90%, far higher than most natural 
stones such as marble (3%) or granite (30%, 
on average). The manufacturers then sell the 
stones to countertop fabrication shops (gen-
erally very small companies) who cut the 
stones into the right size to fit in customers’ 
kitchens or bathrooms.

Company negligence in Spain 

In Spain, Cosentino is the largest producer 
of these countertops, a business giant with 
a turnover of close to 1 000 million euros. In 
2009, the Spanish trade union Comisiones 
Obreras (CCOO) was the first to alert the 
media that one of its members, a 29-year-old 
stonemason, had been diagnosed with sili-
cosis after barely five years of working with 
artificial stones3. He had been employed 
in one of the small workshops or "marmo-
lerías", where workers cut, drill, grind and 
polish Cosentino’s stones before installing 
them in customers’ homes. 

In a "marmolería" working with 
Cosentino stones in the port city of Huelva, 
nine workers were diagnosed with silicosis 
between 2009 and 2010. Two of them died 
because of the severity of their disease. In 
2019, two of the company’s managers, a pre-
vention technician and a doctor from the 
occupational health service FREMAP, each 
received a sentence of one year and three 
months in jail for two homicides and seven 
injuries due to negligence. The judge con-
cluded that the occupational doctor assigned 
to the company by FREMAP did not apply 
the obligatory health surveillance protocols.

The silica content of artificial 
stone is generally more than 90%, 
far higher than most natural 
stones such as marble (3%) or 
granite (30%, on average).

Cosentino has always denied all re-
sponsibility in how the material was han-
dled in the small workshops to which their 
product was supplied. However, a judgment 
of the Criminal Court of Bilbao, confirmed 
by the Provincial Court of Biscay in 2017, 
determined that as the manufacturer of the 
artificial stones the company was jointly re-
sponsible for causing the disease in several 
of these workers in smaller workshops be-
cause it did not inform them about any risk 
derived from handling their product. Moreo-
ver, workers at the Cosentino plant itself also 
developed silicosis, with cases appearing 
as recently as late 2019.4 According to the 
CCOO more than 700 artificial stone work-
ers have been struck by the disease. 

The Australian workers diagnosed 
young 

Australia does not have any artificial stone 
manufacturing industry; all stones are im-
ported. Nevertheless, it too is experienc-
ing a major silicosis outbreak. In 2018, the 
news programme 7.30 brought the ongoing 

crisis to the attention of the general public,  
reporting the story of Nick Lardieri, a young 
father struck by silicosis at the age of 35.5 
Under public pressure, the Minister for Jobs 
and Industrial Relations prohibited unpro-
tected dry cutting of the artificial stones in 
September 2018. The labour inspection body 
audited 138 companies known to use artifi-
cial stone and issued 552 notices related to 
inadequate prevention and absence of health 
surveillance for workers6. 

The Queensland state government, 
meanwhile, started a screening programme 
of artificial stone workers. The results were 
alarming: one in eight of the screened work-
ers already had silicosis without knowing 
it. Moreover, 15 of these men were diag-
nosed with the most severe form of silicosis, 
called progressive massive fibrosis, which 
has a very poor prognosis. Most disturbing 
is the fact that in many reports the average 
age of the diagnosed workers was under 40; 
they had developed the disease after only 
10 to 15 years of working as a stonemason. 
We in fact see silicosis developing in these 
workers much quicker than what is observed 
in workers in other sectors such as mining. 

3. Grégoire D. (2014) Trade 
unions ‘blow the whistle’ on 
the reappearance of silicosis 
in Spain, HesaMag, 11, 40.
4. https://www.eldiario.
es/andalucia/almeria/
inspector-irregularidades-
prevencion-silicosis-
Silestone_0_956105434.
html 
5. https://www.abc.net.
au/7.30/suppliers-of-stone-
benchtops-facing-questions-
over/10546526 
6. Kirby T. (2019) Australia 
reports on audit of silicosis 
for stonecutters, Lancet, 
393:861.
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metre (µg/m3). The European Commission 
estimates that between 2010 and 2069 there 
will be more than 340 000 deaths among 
workers exposed to this level. Even this figure 
is heavily underestimated, as it corresponds 
only to lung cancers, although there is 
significant mortality from other pulmonary and 
renal diseases.

Historically, crystalline silica has played a key 
role in the social and political dynamics which, 
since the 1930s, have led to the setting of OELs. 
As the US historians Gerald Markowitz and David 
Rosner have pointed out, this role has been 
obscured by the subsequent focus on asbestos. 
The initiative of setting the first OELs was taken 
in the USA by the coal industry, concerned 
about the proliferation of legal proceedings in 
the years of the Great Depression following the 
1929 crash. The purpose of the OELs was not to 
protect health, but rather to construct a myth 
that, almost a century later, has still not been 
fully dispelled: that there is a threshold below 
which exposure to silica does not present a risk. 
The myth was first created around silicosis. 
And when the role of silica in lung cancer was 
incontrovertibly established, industrial lobbies 
developed a new line of argument: that lung 
cancer caused by silica occurred only in workers 
who had already been affected by silicosis. This 
allegation has been disproved by numerous 
scientific studies.

Before the European Union adopted its OEL, 
there had been a recommendation from the 
Scientific Committee, which, until 2019, had the 
mandate to advise the Commission in this area. 
Back in 2003, the Scientific Committee had 
recommended that the limit value should be set 
below the 50 µg/m3 threshold.

Although it still leaves a high level of risk, an 
OEL of 50 µg/m3 would have had the merit 
of improving legislation in practically all the 
countries of the European Union and would 
have made it possible to reduce exposure at 
many workplaces. For this reason, the European 

Parliament voted for an amendment in 
favour of this limit value. Unfortunately, this 
amendment was not included in the final 
version of the text on which the Parliament 
and the Council of Ministers had to agree. 
However, this limit value was already in force 
in two Member States: Spain and Finland. Even 
lower reference values were used in Italy and 
Portugal (25 µg/m3).

If we compare the European Union with 
other developed countries, there is a striking 
difference. In the USA, the statutory OEL was 
reduced to 50 µg/m3 in 2016, and the reference 
value of the US federal agency NIOSH (National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Health) 
is 25 µg/m3. In Québec, the value of 50 µg/m3 
was agreed in February 2020. This is expected 
to come into force by the end of the year. In 
Australia, agreement has also been reached 
on a value of 50 µg/m3 (with effective dates 
varying from one state to another). Both the 
unions and the minister for workplace safety 
in Victoria (Australia) are calling for this value 
to be reduced to 20 µg/m3 in response to the 
resurgence of health problems caused by silica.

* Data sheet revised on 5 September 2019 by 
Thermo Fischer Scientific for its product Clan Uni-
Safe Chemical Binder.
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Insufficient 
protection in 
European legislation
Laurent Vogel
ETUI

The first phase of the revision of the Directive 
on the protection of workers exposed to 
carcinogens came to completion on 25 October 
2017. At the heart of the discussions was the 
question of crystalline silica – and rightly so. 
There was previously no specific provision 
in European legislation protecting workers 
exposed to this substance, although they 
number more than five million in Europe, mainly 
in the construction sector.

Silica has been a constant topic of discussion 
for more than 20 years. In other highly 
developed countries an enhanced legislative 
framework has been put in place, but the 
European Union has stalled on this. This 
situation is the result of lobbying by silica 
producers through the action of the European 
Industrial Mineral Association (IMA-Europe) 
and Eurosil. The latter body, set up in 1991, is 
an association of 40 companies that produce 
95% of all industrial silica in the European 
Union. It was the manufacturers’ top priority 
to avoid crystalline silica being classified as 
a carcinogen in European regulations. This is 
why, in the USA and Canada, safety data sheets 
state that crystalline silica is carcinogenic, 
whereas in Europe they need only say that 
there are no available data on carcinogenicity.*

The outcome of the revision of the Carcinogens 
Directive has been mixed as far as silica is 
concerned. Its inclusion in the scope of the 
Directive is a major step forward: the Directive 
provides for enhanced prevention measures. On 
the other hand, the occupational exposure limit 
(OEL) still leaves workers open to significant 
risks. It was set at 100 micrograms per cubic 
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The youngest worker diagnosed was bare-
ly 23 years old and had spent just six years 
working with artificial stone. 

The urgent need for action

Many artificial stone workers have been ex-
posed to hazardous concentrations of silica 
for years without appropriate protection; ap-
parently nobody was aware of it until enough 
dust had built up in some workers’ lungs to 
cause severe forms of silicosis and make the 
problem visible. This means that preven-
tion has been failing at multiple levels. The 
manufacturers must take responsibility for 
producing and marketing silica-containing 
artificial stone without prior risk assess-
ment and without providing adequate in-
formation to workers and small stonemason 
companies. Actors responsible for workplace 
prevention, meanwhile, such as occupation-
al health services, were unaware of these 
working conditions because they do not of-
ten make visits to such small companies. In 
many cases, health checks are not being con-
ducted among silica-exposed workers, even 
in countries where it is a legal obligation. 

We thus need to act, and quickly, to 
improve prevention in this industry. Simple 
dust masks are totally inadequate for pro-
tecting workers. Local exhaust ventilation 
and water suppression can reduce exposure 
to dust, but studies have shown that this 
does not reduce concentrations of respirable 
crystalline silica to non-hazardous levels. 
This means that we should seriously consid-
er going a step further and banning high-sil-
ica content artificial stones, an approach 
proposed by the CCOO and by several lung 

specialists.7 Artificial stone can be made 
with alternative fillers with lower silica con-
tent such as recycled glass or natural stones. 
A legal prohibition of dry-cutting, as has 
been done in Queensland, can support pre-
ventive action, but such measures only make 
sense if they can be enforced by adequately 
staffed labour inspections, which is not the 
case in many countries.

Besides prevention, it is important 
that screening be organised for workers that 
have already been exposed. The Australian 
experience has shown that if no screening 
is done, the problem can stay hidden for 
many years and workers are only diagnosed 
in a late stage of the disease. If you don’t 
actively look for silicosis, you will not see it. 
In October 2019, the Royal Australian and 
New Zealand College of Radiologists re-
leased their new guideline, confirming that 
CT scans, now widely accessible in many 
countries, should be the basis for screening 
these workers.

Many family doctors and lung spe-
cialists seem to have "forgotten" about the 
disease, leading to a lot of misdiagnoses 
or delays in reaching a correct diagnosis. 
Awareness must be raised about the current 
outbreak. Ideally, doctors should have access 
to (historical) exposure data from each indi-
vidual worker that consults them. Although 
this is technically feasible, there is not one 
European country who has such a national 
system in place.8

We still don’t know the real global ex-
tent of this problem, but the tragedy of work-
ers, and particularly young workers, falling 
ill and dying from an entirely preventable 
disease should be a wake-up call that drives 
all actors involved to take action.•

In many cases, health checks are not being 
conducted among silica-exposed workers, 
even in countries where it is a legal obligation. 

Many family doctors 
and lung specialists 
seem to have 
"forgotten" about the 
disease, leading to a 
lot of misdiagnoses or 
delays in reaching a 
correct diagnosis. 
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7. https://theconversation.
com/engineered-stone-
benchtops-are-killing-our-
tradies-heres-why-a-bans-
the-only-answer-126489 
8. One example of such 
a system is this online 
regional registry in which all 
occupational risks present 
in the port of Fos-sur-Mer 
(France) are mapped out 
using Google Maps:  
http://www.sic-apcme.net



Lead white: just another licence to kill
In antiquity it was used to manufacture cos-
metics for women and make-up for the actors 
in Greek and Roman tragedies, and for centu-
ries it led the field as the go-to pigment for the 
making of white paint. With the rise of indus-
try in the 19th century, ceruse – or white lead, 
the ordinary name for lead carbonate – was 
manufactured on a grand scale and went into 
all the paint used to cover buildings, stations, 
bridges, ships and, later on, cars. There was 
white lead all over people’s houses too, where 
it was used to whiten the walls, and to make 
such things as wallpaper, oilcloth, fabrics, 
glazed cardboard and visiting cards.

However, this lead pigment is a poi-
son. From 1820 onwards, it caused count-
less deaths among the white-lead workers 
who manufactured it and the house-painters 
who handled it. It wasn’t finally banned in 
Europe until 1992, more than a century and 
a half later.

In her book Blanc de plomb: Histoire 
d’un poison légal [White Lead: The History 
of a Legal Poison], historian Judith Rainhorn 
analyses why this toxic pigment was allowed 
to be used on such a huge scale and for such 
a long time, with the endorsement of public 
authorities.

The harmful effects of white lead were 
actually being described and condemned 
as early as the beginning of the 19th centu-
ry. Inhaling the compound or allowing it to 
come into contact with the skin causes lead 
poisoning, an illness whose symptoms in-
clude dizziness, trembling, paralysis of the 
limbs, impaired eyesight and coma. Long-
term usage (particularly occupational) can 
result in death.

This extremely well-researched book 
chronicles the journey of this industrial 
poison: the risks that were denied by parts 
of the scientific community, the concerted 
attempts made to hide the truth, the short-
lived public outcries, the prevention cam-
paigns, and the regulations that were pro-
moted but never implemented. 

It is a tale which has clear parallels 
with the much better-known story of asbes-
tos. Just as with asbestos, public authorities 
were faced with a difficult choice between 
economic prosperity for the chemical indus-
try and safeguarding the health of workers 
and the public. Many aspects of the white 
lead story call to mind that of the "wonder 
fibre": the claim that nothing could possibly 
replace a product whose performance was 
unmatched, the promotion of controlled use 
to stave off prohibition and, most of all, the 
fact that occupational hazards turned into 
environmental hazards. Like the asbestos so 
abundantly used in housing for its fireproof-
ing and insulating properties, paints based 
on white lead degraded over time.

From the mid-1880s onwards, there was 
a renewed wave of lead poisoning cases. The 
victims were disadvantaged children living in 
slums who inhaled or ingested the dust from 
old layers of paint containing lead carbonate. 
The consequences of this second wave of ex-
posure to white lead were outbreaks of acute 
encephalopathy (brain damage), psychomotor 
retardation and irreversible impairment of 
cognitive performance. The toxicology of lead 
and its derivatives was now well-known: they 
were neurotoxic substances with no threshold 
level, and were also toxic to reproduction.

Although the use of white lead is now 
banned, as is using lead to improve the octane 
rating of petrol, we should not forget that the 
use of other lead compounds in industry is 
still widespread. This applies, in particular, 
to the manufacture of motor vehicle batteries. 
To reduce the health hazards to the workers 
exposed, compulsory limit values on occupa-
tional exposure have been laid down in EU 
law. These limit values, defined more than 
30 years ago, are patently obsolete. However, 
rather than banning the substances, which 
are seen as "vital" to the competitiveness of 
Europe’s automotive industry, there is talk 
now of scaling those values downwards.

This book is also essential reading for 
anyone who wants a better grasp of what is 
at stake in the current debate about the car-
cinogenicity of glyphosate, the active ingredi-
ent in the most widely used herbicide in the 
world, or of titanium dioxide, the pigment 
which has replaced white lead in all paints for 
industrial or home use. Reading it may help 
to stop history repeating itself.

— Tony Musu 

Blanc de plomb: 
Histoire d’un poison 
légal
by Judith Rainhorn, Presses  
de Sciences Po, Paris, 2019, 
370 pages
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Lesbos: outpost of Fortress Europe
A concise, impactful and essential book. In 
May 2019, Swiss sociologist Jean Ziegler took 
a trip to Lesbos in Greece. There he met ref-
ugees, political leaders and humanitarian aid 
operators, as well as Greek and European of-
ficials who, on a daily basis, implement what 
is known in administrative terms as "migra-
tory flow management" and "external border 
control" but which we know better to be an 
all-out war on migrants.

Lesbos is an island of captivating beau-
ty. Close to the Turkish coastline, it has be-
come a "hotspot" location, a reception point 
for migrants. The camps there are supposed 
to "assist" with the efforts made by the migra-
tion authorities and, in particular, to facilitate 
examination of asylum applications. However, 
this description is a far cry from the reality of 
the situation.

"When I worked as the United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on the right to food, I wit-
nessed first-hand life in Rocinha, the largest 
favela in Rio de Janeiro, and in the slums at 
Smokey Mountain in Manila, and experi-
enced the stench of the shanty towns of Dha-
ka, Bangladesh," the author comments. "But 
never in my life had I ever encountered any 
dwellings quite so squalid or families quite so 
desperate as in Moria’s olive groves."

The true function of the hotspots is 
to create conditions that are so inhumane 
and degrading as to serve as a deterrent to 
those people fleeing wars and violence from 
seeking refuge in the European Union (EU). 
A dual reality exists on Lesbos and the four 
other "hotspot" Aegean islands. There are the 
40 000 people crammed into the poverty and 
filthy living conditions of the camps, with no 
access to the most basic care; and then there 
are the multiple perpetrators of state violence, 
from Turkey and Greece’s military and police 
forces to their EU sidekicks, predominant-
ly Frontex. And this violence is certainly not 

without effect: while 172 000 refugees made it 
onto the shores of the Aegean islands in 2016, 
the number dropped below 30 000 in 2017 
and declined yet further in the following year.

Refugees, 35% of whom are children, 
can spend years waiting among the rats and 
refuse. Suicide is commonplace. Food ra-
tions are inadequate, and the lack of shower 
and toilet facilities creates appalling hygiene 
conditions.

One important feature of the book is 
the spotlight it shines on the "security econ-
omy", which is financed for the most part by 
the European budget. While much spend-
ing in other areas is stagnant or curtailed, 
the budget projections for this "war" on mi-
grants are still excellent. According to the 
EU’s budget forecasts, allocations for "bor-
der security" and "migration" will be tripled 
between 2019 and 2027, reaching a total of 
34.9 billion euros. The Frontex budget will 
be allocated an additional 12 billion euros 
over the next seven years.

The security and defence sectors ben-
efit from this financial boost. They have an 
important lobbying contingent in Brussels, 
including the European Organisation for Se-
curity (EOS). Among the lobbyists, the author 
points to the role played by Dirk Niebel, for-
mer General Secretary of the FDP (Germany’s 
Free Democratic Party) and former Minister 
for Economic Cooperation and Development 
in Angela Merkel’s coalition government 
between 2009 and 2013. He subsequently 
moved into the private sector, working for de-
fence contractor Rheinmetall.

To Jean Ziegler’s mind, the war on mi-
grants is more lucrative than any of the wars 
currently raging in Syria or Yemen. Highly 
sophisticated equipment has been designed 
to monitor, terrorise and kill unarmed indi-
viduals. Scanners used by Frontex to check 
whether people are hidden in lorries each 

cost in the region of 1.5 million euros. Bank-
rolled by the EU, the Turkish government has 
installed devices along the border with Syria 
which automatically activate machine-gun 
fire if they detect the presence of refugees. An-
yone entering the controlled zone first hears 
warnings in three languages with an instruc-
tion to turn back. After that comes the auto-
matic gunfire. One particular example of the 
inventiveness of companies in the non-lethal 
weapons business is presented in the form of 
the Spanish undertaking ESF: "The principal 
manufacturer of NATO barbed wire. Its engi-
neers have racked their warped brains to come 
up with an unbreakable iron wire with metal, 
razor-sharp barbs. Refugees attempting to lift 
up this barbed wire in order to slide beneath it 
will have their hands lacerated, and occasion-
ally even have their tendons severed."

There are hundreds of books which 
examine the relationship between political 
systems and the human body. The merit of 
this book lies in its direct language, stripped 
entirely of its theoretical casing. It pursues 
a single objective: to convert outrage into a 
collective force. Ziegler concludes with an 
appeal to his readers: "We have to get every 
single hotspot shut down immediately and 
definitively, wherever they are. They are the 
shame of Europe."

— Laurent Vogel

Lesbos, la honte de 
l’Europe [Lesbos, 
Europe’s Shame]
by Jean Ziegler, Éditions du 
Seuil, 2020, 144 pages
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