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1973-2013: 40 years of history of the European Trade 
Union Confederation
Christophe Degryse 
with Pierre Tilly

The European Trade Union Confederation (ETUC) has hit the big 
four-oh. Does that mean the body that speaks for Europe’s workers 
is heading for a midlife crisis? The authors do not duck the question, 
being well aware of the rocky road travelled by a union movement 
coping with the employment impacts of the crisis, the tidal wave of 
deregulation and falling membership levels. The book takes readers 
on a journey from the early 1970s to the present day, recalling that the 
ETUC’s history has never been a bed of roses.

The Janus face of the ‘New ways of Work’:  
rise, risks and regulation of nomadic work
Jan Popma, senior researcher University of Amsterdam 

The Internet and the use of portable computers, mobile phones and 
tablets have increased the importance of ‘new ways of work’. This 
work, which is place- and time-independent, can lead to more auto-
nomy and greater flexibility for workers, but it also carries serious 
physical as well as psychosocial risks according to this working pa-
per. The author of this report focuses on the hidden dangers of these 
new ways of working: techno-stress, techno-addiction, the blurring 
of boundaries between work and private life, burn-outs and overti-
redness, safety risks and ergonomic problems. The paper analyses 
the European legislation on safe and healthy working conditions and 
how it can be applied to this new way of working. Last, but not least, 
it underlines the importance of this new societal issue for workers’ 
representatives. 

Preventing work cancers. A workplace health priority
Marie-Anne Mengeot, with Tony Musu and Laurent Vogel 

Cancers are the main cause of death by poor working conditions in 
Europe, but have received scant regard from Community policies of 
the past decade. The political context is against effective prevention 
of long-term factors that do not put a direct cost on business. This 
brochure shows how the fight against work cancers can be won if 
trade unions and public authorities adopt coherent strategies. It 
takes a solid look at the history and causes of work-induced cancers 
and provides tools for collective prevention. It is aimed at trade 
unionists, scientists, public health practitioners and policy-makers.
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1973-2013 
40 years of history
of the European Trade Union 
Confederation

Christophe Degryse
with Pierre Tilly

Anniversaries offer an opportunity to take stock and consider what progress has been achieved. 
The European Trade Union Confederation, founded in 1973, felt that its 40th anniversary was the 
ideal occasion to do just that.

This book, published by the European Trade Union Institute, recounts the history of the ETUC 
and assesses its action in relation to its original aims and purposes. Alongside a description of 
the historical facts and developments, based on the archive materials available, the authors seek 
to develop a more political narrative that includes testimony from actors, leaders old and new, 
advisers and experts, as well as critically formulated viewpoints expressed by academics, political 
figures and social commentators or activists. According to this multifaceted approach, forty years 
of union action, positioning, mobilisation, consultation, social dialogue, demands and challenges 
are presented to the reader.

In its blending of historical account with political narrative, the book thus adopts a hybrid ap-
proach. It examines different aspects of the European trade union movement including its struc-
ture, its internal debates, the emergence of its social doctrine, its strategies for action, its relations 
with employers and with the European institutions, its current struggle to preserve and strengthen 
the European social model, and its place in the wider context of globalisation. While the resulting 
narrative is inevitably sometimes complex, like that of any long-term collective endeavour, it adds 
up to an account that should undoubtedly be recorded for posterity. In that spirit of concern for 
the ongoing relevance of past efforts, this history of the European Trade Union Confederation was 
compiled and written.
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Newsflash…

EP slams bladder cancer neglect

The European Parliament (EP) thinks too 
little attention is paid to bladder cancers, 
which it dubs "forgotten cancers".

The EP quotes WHO figures reporting 
120 000 new cases of bladder cancer diag-
nosed in the European Union in 2012, 10% 
of them thought to be related to exposure 
at work to toxicants like aromatic amines, 
chlorinated hydrocarbons and polycyclic 
aromatic hydrocarbons.

On 15 October 2013 the EP hosted 
a "policy expert roundtable" to identify pos-
sible ways of improving the prevention, di-
agnosis, treatment and care of this type of 
cancer at European level. ETUI researcher 
Laurent Vogel was among the speakers.

"If compared to other types of cancer, 
bladder cancer is rarely found in the health 
policy agendas both at EU and at Member 
States level", argues the meeting report 
released in early February.

The European Parliament’s recom-
mendations to the European Commission 
take in the Directive on the protection of 
workers against carcinogens and mutagens 
whose revision has been stalled since 2004. 
The experts recommend that the new Di-
rective should include a right to screening 
for workers exposed to risk factors, includ-
ing after they have stopped working. The 
latency period means that bladder cancers 
tend to appear after age 55.

Work-related cancers should also 
feature in the European strategy for health 
and safety at work for 2014-2020, which 
itself faces many stumbling blocks in the 
Commission. The document also calls on 
the Commission to establish a European 
register of occupational exposures  
to carcinogens.

Under the Influence: Le Monde 
reveals top scientist’s industry links

New York University professor Paolo 
Boffetta, a top name in epidemiology and 
former International Agency for Research 
on Cancer (IARC) researcher, has in 
recent years provided a growing number 
of consultancy services to industry, claims 
French broadsheet Le Monde. 

Commissioned by US industry 
organization the American Chemistry 
Council, Mr. Boffetta published articles 
in scientific journals in 2011 denying or 
understating the carcinogenicity to humans 
of TCDD (one of the most toxic dioxins), 
formaldehyde (a chemical found in many 
building materials), styrene (a compound 
used in making some plastics) and atrazine 
(a herbicide banned in Europe). 

In an article part-paid for by Pepsi 
subsidiary Frito-Lay published the same 
year, he downplayed the risks of acryla-
mide, a by-product of high-temperature 
cooking classified as a carcinogen by the 
IARC. The following year, he put his name 
to another article, funded by Materion 
Brush, a multinational specializing in the 
development of beryllium-based materials 
for high-tech industry, claiming that "the 
available evidence does not support a con-
clusion that a causal association has been 
established between occupational exposure 
to beryllium and the risk of cancer". 

In June 2012, he wrote an article 
on diesel engine fume emissions which 
concluded that "the weight of evidence is 
considered inadequate to confirm the die-
sel-lung cancer hypothesis". The epidemiol-
ogist’s declaration of interest discloses that 
he worked on this article as "a consultant 
to the Mining Awareness Resource Group 
[MARG]". MARG is a coalition of mining 
giants. 

The French daily also reveals  
Mr. Boffetta to be a founding shareholder 
of the International Prevention Research 
Institute (IPRI), a consultancy firm based 
in Lyon – where the IARC is also head-
quartered – which sells its services to 
industry to produce expert reports or  
scientific articles on health risks. 

Agricultural machinery standards 
not suited to women and  
older workers

The German Commission for Safety and 
Health at Work and Standardization (KAN) 
has released a study showing that German 
standards for agricultural machinery 
discriminate against older workers of 
both sexes. 

Agricultural machines have many 
mechanical parts, hatches and ladders that 
operators have to manipulate frequently. 
Agricultural machinery design standards 
set an operating force required to release 
these devices. 

The standards set values too high, 
requiring physical strength that most 
women and older workers cannot exert 
finds KAN from field measurements taken. 
The organization plans to put forward a 
proposed standard to DIN, the German 
standards body. 
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European Trade Unions mobilize 
against EU Commission 
“deregulatory” programme REFIT

Last October, the European Commission 
unveiled a programme aimed at simplifying 
the European social legislation. The Com-
mission considers that some EU directives 
hinder economic growth in Europe through 
provisions that would represent an "admin-
istrative burden" for companies, in particu-
lar for SMEs. In the view of the European 
workers’ movement, this "simplification 
exercise" is actually an ideologically orient-
ed deregulation programme that endangers 
workers’ rights. 

Dubbed "Refit" (short for Regulatory 
Fitness and Performance Programme), this 
initiative could, according to the European 
trade unions, have devastating effects 
on a large number of EU directives and 
regulations dealing with health and safety 
at work, social dialogue, information and 
consultation, environmental issues, etc. 

The unions have been mobilizing to 
reverse this trend. The European Trade 
Union Confederation has set up a poster 
campaign to raise awareness among its 
member organizations and their affiliates. 
At national level, actions have been taken 
on several fronts to address this situation. 

In Belgium, the three trade union 
confederations have launched a joint action 
focused on their national politicians. 

"Are you, or not, in favour of blocking 
the European regulations on health and 
safety at work?", "Do you want the rules 
protecting workers against carcinogenic 
substances to be extended or not?" are 
two examples of questions the unions are 
intending to put to their candidates at the 
European elections. 

In the United Kingdom, a country 
whose government has been playing a pio-
neering role in the deregulatory wave that 
is spreading across Europe, the TUC has 
launched a strongly-worded attack on the 
Refit programme. 

"There have been attacks on compen-
sation, reporting requirements, protection 
for the self-employed and the ban on 
proactive inspections in most sectors. 
Unfortunately they are now exporting their 
anti-worker position into Europe and it is 
spreading like a bad outbreak of gastric flu", 
wrote Hugh Robertson, TUC Senior Policy 
Officer for Health and Safety.

Diesel responsible for 6%  
of lung cancer deaths

An estimated 6% of lung cancer deaths in 
the United States and the United King-
dom – 11 000 deaths per year – may be due 
to diesel exhaust, according to a study re-
cently published in Environmental Health 
Perspectives. 

The researchers estimate that 4.8% of 
lung cancer deaths in the United States and 
the United Kingdom is due to occupational 
exposure to diesel exhaust, while 1.3% is 
due to environmental exposures to the 
exhaust. 

Truckers and miners exposed over 
their careers to diesel exhaust face a risk of 
deadly lung cancer that is almost 70 times 
higher than the risk considered acceptable 
under U.S. occupational standards. The sci-
entists calculated the lifetime risk for these 
workers at up to 689 extra lung cancer 
deaths per 10 000 workers exposed. 

The researchers from Emory Univer-
sity and several other U.S. and European 
institutions used data from three previous 
studies of workers – two of truckers and 
one of non-metal miners – as well as na-
tional death statistics for the United States 
and United Kingdom.

Increased rates of cancer  
among firefighters 

Firefighters have higher rates of several 
types of cancers, and of all cancers com-
bined, than the US population as a whole, 
according to a new study from the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and 
Health (NIOSH). 

The researchers found that cancers of 
the respiratory, digestive, and urinary sys-
tems accounted mostly for the higher rates 
of cancer seen in the study population. 

The population of firefighters had a 
rate of mesothelioma – a cancer associated 
with exposure to asbestos – two times 
greater than the rate in the US population. 

Firefighters can be exposed to 
contaminants from fires that are known 
or suspected to cause cancer. These con-
taminants include combustion by-products 
such as benzene and formaldehyde, and 
materials in debris such as asbestos from 
older structures. 

The findings of the new study do not 
address other factors that can influence 
risk for cancer, such as smoking, diet, and 
alcohol consumption. In addition, few 
women and minorities were in the study 
population, limiting the ability to draw 
statistical conclusions about their risk 
for cancer. 

The study analyzed cancers and 
cancer deaths among 29 993 firefighters 
from the Chicago, Philadelphia, and San 
Francisco fire departments who were 
employed since 1950. The study was led by 
NIOSH in collaboration with the National 
Cancer Institute and the Department of 
Public Health Sciences in the University of 
California at Davis.
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France: public service agreement  
on psychosocial risks

The French government, eight trade unions 
and the representatives of public employers 
signed a framework agreement on 22 Octo-
ber 2013 on the prevention of psychosocial 
risks (PSRs) in the public service. 

The agreement requires each public 
employer to draw up a "psychosocial risk 
assessment and prevention plan" by 2015. 
Around 5 million civil servants will be 
affected. 

Other undertakings include better 
resourcing of health, safety and working 
conditions committees (HSC), especially by 
allowing union officials more time off for 
duties, and of preventive health services. 

An initial assessment report on 
implementation of the agreement is to be 
submitted before the end of 2015. 

The signatories see the agreement 
as the "first stage" of a broader discussion 
on working conditions and the quality of 
working life. 

Germany: women’s higher incidence 
of work-related disorders 

An initial analysis of a survey done in 
2012 in Germany has revealed a "gender 
gap" in health and safety at work. Women 
more often than men suffer a wide range 
of work-related complaints. They report a 
higher incidence of musculoskeletal dis-
orders (MSDs), vision problems, dizziness, 
headache, fatigue, emotional stress, sleep 
disorders, physical and psychological 
exhaustion, as well as coughs, skin and eye 
irritation and cardiac disorders. 

Overall, women rate their health at 
work worse than men and more consistently 
seek medical treatment than men when 
work-related health problems arise. 

In all, 20 036 workers aged 15 and 
over working at least 10 hours a week 
were surveyed. 

The survey was conducted by the 
Federal Institute for Vocational Training 
(BIBB) in cooperation with the Federal In-
stitute for Occupational Safety and Health 
(BAuA). 

Austria: work-related health 
problems vary with education

"The incidence of health risks is very 
unequally distributed by educational level 
among employees, showing an accumu-
lation of health risks for those with the 
lowest educational attainments", conclude 
the authors of a survey commissioned by 
the Upper Austrian Chamber of Labour. 

Some 9 000 employees in a range 
of sectors were quizzed about their health 
between 2011 and 2012 for an investigation 
into work-related health problems. 

Unsurprisingly, the handling of heavy 
loads at the workplace is most common 
among workers with the bare minimum of 
compulsory education (nine years’ school-
ing), concerning one third of them against 
8% of those with a secondary school diplo-
ma and 4% of university graduates. Similar 
variations are observed for "physical work 
strain" and "strenuous postures at work". 

A more unexpected finding is that 
blue-collar suffer more from psychosocial 
stress than white-collar workers – 39% 
versus 27% respectively. The idea that 
work-related stress is mainly a 'managerial 
phenomenon' is disproved by the authors 
of the report. Building workers suffer 
most from high or very high mental stress 
levels (41%), followed by factory workers 
(39%) and checkout staff (38%). Only one 
manager out of three acknowledged being 
confronted with stress at their workplace. 
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Editorial
Don’t be taken in by false sentiment 
on 28 April

28 April probably means nothing special 
to you. It was the date in 1914 when Canada 
passed an Act to compensate workplace in-
juries, chosen in 2003 by the International 
Labour Organisation to celebrate an Interna-
tional Day for health and safety at work.

A date that has left a more indelible 
mark in labour’s memory might have been 
more fitting.

On 10 March 1906, a pit disaster in 
Courrières, northern France, left an official 
death toll of 1 099. A fire outbreak had been 
detected on 7 March, and the miners had re-
ported firedamp. The mine owners did not 
stop the work because that would mean los-
ing money. Workers from neighbouring pits 
organized their own relief operations while 
the government sent in 26 000 troops to 
crush the protests that erupted in the region 
in the wake of the tragedy.

On 25 March 1911, a fire at the "Trian-
gle Waist Company" garment factory in Man-
hattan, central New York, killed 123 women 
and 23 men workers because the owners had 
locked the doors. The bosses were prosecuted, 
but acquitted.

On 6 July 1988, 167 workers perished 
on the Piper Alpha drilling rig off the Scottish 
coast. These were the Thatcher years, which 
saw trade union rights under systematic at-
tack and the factory inspectorate undermined.

On 10 May 1993, 188 workers (mostly 
women) died in a fire at the Kader Toy Facto-
ry where toys were made for the big industry 
multinationals.

On 24 April 2013 – not even a year ago – 
more than 1 100 men and women workers 
died in Bangladesh, exploited in the worst 
conditions by big name European and US 
clothing brands.

Thinking about it, it’s better to have a 
date that is nothing special in the calendar. 
28 April does not conjure up something we 
think of as a one-off accident. It’s another day 
in our daily lives. Death by work is an ongo-
ing reality determined by the pursuit of profit, 

flexibility, a lack of democracy in the work-
place. The EU’s Agency for Safety and Health 
at Work estimates there are at least 400-
500 workplace deaths in the European Union 
each day. More than 160 000 deaths a year.

What most workers suffer is illness 
more than death: persistent backache and 
joint pain, depression, having to stop work 
before retirement age. The net/net is that 
health is no better distributed than wealth, 
housing or education. Those who have wealth 
live longer and in much better health than 
those who produce it. Deregulation policies 
are deepening these inequalities.

Stock exchange share prices are report-
ed daily over the airwaves like war commu-
niqués reflecting the ideology of competitive-
ness. But no word of the price paid by workers 
to enable shareholders to rake in their profits.

On 28 April, national and European 
institutions will wax emotional with solemn 
pledges to improve working conditions. The 
other 364 days of the year, they will not be 
walking the talk. EU health and safety at work 
policy has been at a virtual ten-year standstill 
under the two Commissions headed by Presi-
dent Barroso. New legislation has been snarled 
up in reams of red tape, having to clear impact 
study hurdles which show that workers’ lives 
and health are a profitable commodity, that 
they are not a "burden" on employers.

So let us not be taken in by the false 
sentiment on 28 April, but demand a clear 
and detailed accounting. Why has revision 
of the Occupational Cancers Directive been 
blocked for a decade? Why has the Musculo-
skeletal Disorders Directive never appeared? 
Why are health and safety inspectorates so 
woefully under-resourced in most EU coun-
tries? Why do fewer than one in two workers 
in Europe enjoy the minimum democracy of 
appointing a health and safety representa-
tive? We know from experience that without 
this balancing scrutiny over business deci-
sions, prevention is illusory.

On 28 April, we shall celebrate the 
dead. We shall hear comforting words about 
the efforts made, progress achieved, items 
on the future policy agenda. Health and 
safety at work is a less visible but more fun-
damental bone of contention than pay be-
cause it challenges the employers’ power to 
determine work organization, choose pro-
duction processes and substances, use con-
tingent and outsourced labour. Trade union 
action must turn every day into a 28 April 
by making working conditions and social 
equality central to the policy debate. And let 
us remember the battle cry issued a century 
ago by the American union activist Mother 
Jones: "Pray for the dead, and fight like hell 
for the living".•

Editorial 1/1

Laurent Vogel
ETUI

"Pray for the dead, and fight  
like hell for the living."
Mary Harris "Mother" Jones
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Where’s “work” in the Euro-elections?
Think about it. How many clear proposals to improve working conditions and 
tackle insecurity have you heard in the European Parliament election campaign?

European news 1/4

Laurent Vogel
ETUI

Growing numbers of 
European workers are 
trapped in new, adverse 
types of contract. 
Image : © Belga/DPA



spring-summer 2014/HesaMag #0977

so the chosen policy instrument was law. It 
had a ripple effect in pushing Member States 
to espouse the Community goals. It could 
be supplemented by other means (social di-
alogue, cohesion funds, defining statistical 
indicators, etc.), but there was no economic 
mechanism for a large-scale redistribution of 
resources between states. Nor was there any 
strong "economic governance" with industri-
al policies, planned investment or the crea-
tion of public services at European level. So 
legal rules had to be created in order to take 
it beyond a simple free trade area. And that 
is what happened between 1974 and 2004. 
It was a time of relative stop-go. A body of 
Community social law and a system of col-
lective labour relations were gradually built 
up. Whole areas remained untouched but 
working conditions were prioritized with the 
adoption of more than thirty Directives.

In the past decade, this form of govern-
ance has hit the buffers. EU enlargement has 
made it more difficult to adopt common rules. 
The policy direction taken by the Commis-
sion in Mr Barroso’s two terms of office has 
also played an important role. Increasingly 

quality of employment. The creation of the 
European Economic Community can be seen 
from two angles: 1) an internal Western Eu-
ropean process of states coming together 
around a shared plan, 2) the affirmation of a 
Western European distinctiveness in its alli-
ances which marked it out from the United 
States and was the antithesis of the Stalinist 
regimes of Eastern Europe.

The 1958 Treaty of Rome prioritized 
"four freedoms", translating enforced com-
petition between workers, goods, companies 
and capital into law. Social policy was fo-
cused on establishing a common labour mar-
ket and its consequence – the coordination of 
social security schemes. Equal pay for men 
and women was conceived as an economic re-
quirement to avoid unfair competition.

It was not until 1974 that a first Commu-
nity social action programme was adopted in 
the wake of the tidal wave of violent clashes 
that had swept Europe in 1968. The urgent 
issue to be addressed was how to get labour/
social conditions in different countries more 
closely aligned. The European Union’s budget 
was dwarfed by the sum of national budgets, 

European news 2/4

Wide divergences and heated debates abound 
in the current European election campaign. 
For many candidates, work is like sex for the 
Puritans. They see it everywhere, but will not 
talk about, preferring to "harp on" about im-
migration, environment, growth, citizenship. 
Nothing easier than to twist the word "securi-
ty" to fit every occasion … while accepting the 
spread of casual hire-and-fire.

Britain’s PM David Cameron has un-
leashed a war of words against Romanian and 
Bulgarian immigrants, while his government 
spearheads a fierce campaign against any 
legislation to harmonize working conditions 
in Europe. He advocates naked self-interest 
while feigning regret at its consequences. It 
would be wrong to disregard the danger of 
such a discourse which goes far beyond the 
confines of any one political party.

The European project in crisis

The European Union as we know it derives 
from a political plan shaped by the "econom-
ic boom decades"1 – that period of recon-
struction which began in the aftermath of 
World War Two and ended in the mid-1970s 
in economic crisis, labour unrest, and the 
slow disintegration of the Soviet bloc. During 
this time, economic liberalism was tempered 
by big concessions to labour in the found-
ing states of the European Union. Sustained 
growth was underpinned by the dominance 
of European industry in high added value 
activities (car making, chemicals, aerospace, 
etc.). Organized labour struggles achieved a 
less unequal distribution of wealth than in 
the preceding and subsequent periods.

The time was right for a culture of 
compromise. Social security was developing, 
collective labour relations became institu-
tionally entrenched. Quantity came before 

David Cameron 
advocates naked 
self-interest while 
feigning regret at 
its consequences.

1. Pessis C., Topçu S., 
Bonneuil C. (2013) Une 
autre histoire des “Trente 
Glorieuses”. Modernisation, 
contestations et pollutions 
dans la France d’après-
guerre, Paris, La Découverte. 
The book lays to rest the 
myths about this period 
of history, summoning 
up the voices of those 
defeated and forgotten 
by the post-war policies of 
modernization and growth.
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formalized criteria subjected any new legis-
lation to cost-benefit-based impact studies2. 
In the buzzwords of the time, there had to 
be created a legal environment supportive to 
businesses3. The European Court of Justice 
has further developed this trend, hemming 
workers’ fundamental rights into a straitjack-
et where they cannot inhibit economic com-
petition.

Canadian journalist Naomi Klein4 has 
examined how disastrous events have been 
used to foist on people a policy that goes 
against the interests of the majority. In Eu-
rope, the crisis has been used to justify dereg-
ulation and austerity policies that got under 
way well before the 2008 crisis. It is a vicious 
circle: more austerity leads to more crisis; 
more crisis serves as a pretext for more aus-
terity. In countries where the troika5 enables 
the European Commission to act without a 
political counterweight, the disaster in social 
and employment terms is undeniable.

Worsening working conditions

Worsening working conditions do not stem 
from these political factors alone, but are 
bound up with the rise of social inequalities 
worldwide – a process well-documented in 
a recent book by French economist Thomas 
Piketty6 which shows that the gap between 
workers and capital owners has widened over 
the last thirty years.

This decline does not appear as a sud-
den meltdown, but remains barely percepti-
ble, like the outline of an island in the mist. It 
does not hit all categories with equal intensity, 
whence the difficulty of tackling it politically. 
The picture is clear for employment – job in-
security and joblessness are the two jaws of 
the pincers. For some physical risks, though, 
the picture is no different or even slightly 
better. So the bigger picture is mixed. What 
stands out most is the worsening inequalities 
within the world of work itself.

Gender equality

Germany is held up as a model of economic 
recovery. Lower unemployment, good man-
ufacturing performance, a trade surplus, 
etc. Chancellor Angela Merkel was re-elect-
ed in September 2013 with a near-overall 
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opportunities and less job discretion. Part-
time work reinforces structural inequality 
in the family. Women’s free time goes only 
into unpaid work in the family (household 
chores, child care, etc.)7.

Ageing

Many attacks on social security are excused 
away by population ageing. The ideology 
of employers is that longer life expectancy 
means people should expect to work longer 
in life.

This reasoning overlooks two things: 
1) the less well-off categories have no hope 
of added healthy life years, largely because 
of their employment and working conditions, 
2) the wealth produced has increased dra-
matically in thirty years. A more equal distri-
bution of that wealth would pay the steadily 
rising social protection bill.

Unless working conditions improve, 
raising the retirement age will only result in 
unthinkable exclusion for the categories of 
workers exposed to the worst risks.

Work intensification and individual-
ization make longer working lives a dou-
ble bind. Overwork wears workers out and 
makes them want to stop working as soon as 
possible, while creating inter-worker rival-
ries destroys team cohesion and the informal 
allocation of work according to individual 

A vicious circle settles in: 
work more to consume more; 
consume more because work is 
overwhelming and eats into life.

2. The Commission is 
not solely responsible 
for this development. All 
the institutions involved 
in the legislative process 
(Council, Parliament and 
Commission) were in 
agreement.
3. A central reference 
among the “classic” 
justifications for this tipping 
point in Community policies 
is Wim Kok’s November 
2004 report, Facing the 
Challenge. The Lisbon 
strategy for growth and 
employment.
4. Klein N. (2007) The 
shock doctrine: the rise of 
disaster capitalism, New 
York, Metropolitan Books.
5. The troika refers to the 
experts who represent the 
European Commission, 
European Central Bank and 
International Monetary 
Fund who keep regular 
watch to see that countries 
which the EU has put 
under financial assistance 
programmes meet the 
requirements set in 
exchange for the assistance.
6. Piketty T. (2014) Capital 
in the Twenty-First Century, 
Cambridge, Belknap Press 
of Harvard University Press.
7. Giraud O., Lechevalier A. 
(2013) Les femmes au cœur 
de l’éclatement de la norme 
d’emploi en Allemagne, 
Travail, genre et sociétés, 
30, 189-194.

majority. Her coalition with the Social 
Democrats assures her of broad support in 
parliament. The German "miracle" is often 
cited as a means of magicking pessimism 
away. One of its features is the massive rise 
in female employment rates. At what price? 
In 2010, a third of women had to settle for 
low pay (against 14% of men). Part-time 
work (about half of women) has exploded 
with some of the shortest working hours 
in Europe (around 18 hours). This means 
not enough income to be financially in-
dependent, fewer promotion and training 
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Historians are wont to place the birth of 
democracy in ancient Greece. We should heed 
what this province of the world has to tell us. 
In a poem written in 1904, Constantin Cavafy 
imagines the various authorities of an ancient 
city paralyzed by waiting for the barbarians 
to come. The Senate has ceased making laws; 
the Emperor is preparing to welcome the in-
vaders by ennobling them. The tension builds 
throughout the poem. The ending is abrupt. 
The barbarians do not come. Some even 
claim that they do not exist. "And now, what’s 
going to happen to us without barbarians? 
They were, those people, a kind of solution."

Politics today is less vivid than in the 
poem. But the question remains relevant. If 
work is not seen as a core focus of politics, 
many issues lose all real substance. They 
become invisible barbarians, the anguished 
waiting for whom precipitated the fall of an-
cient cities.•

Raising the issue of work is no excuse for 
populist soundbites. Changes – and com-
plex ones – must be made at many differ-
ent levels. Widening the employment divide 
between "decision makers" and "operatives" 
would be a cure worse than the disease. The 
collective intelligence of workers is crucial 
to identify problems and devise solutions. If 
there is a democratic deficit in Europe, this 
is where it mainly lies: a lack of democracy 
at work. A growing percentage of workers is 
no longer covered by collective agreements. 
Nearly half of European workers have no ac-
cess to any form of organized representation. 
Subcontracting chains make this situation 
worse by shifting much of the real power to 
the work specifiers. While there may no easy 
answer to labour issues, there is one certain 
method – the battle for democracy in the 
workplace, to make politics a daily, practical 
exercise on the shopfloor.

European news 4/4

abilities, bypassing management’s dictates. 
An increased concentration of work is only 
superficially more productive. It results in 
burnout, uncorrectable failings and prevents 
the handing-on of experience.

“Sustainable Development”

Few now deny the scale of the ecological crisis, 
in sharp contrast to the United States where 
industry lobbies are carrying much of the Re-
publican Party and many voters into climate 
change denial.

Recognizing the importance of the 
issue is not enough to frame an effective 
policy. The question of working conditions 
features nowhere in the debates on envi-
ronmental issues when many environmen-
tal problems (greenhouse gas emissions, 
squandering of resources, pollution, etc.) 
are inextricably linked to our relationship 
to work. Work intensification and enforced 
competition produce dissatisfaction with 
work: the feeling of being unable to do a 
proper job, reduced sociability among work-
ers, work spilling over into home life, etc. 
All these factors are apt to turn us into com-
pulsive consumers. Lacking recognition at 
work, the acquisition of possessions raises 
our self-worth. Advertising shamelessly ex-
ploits this "need" to compensate. The real 
usefulness of a product becomes secondary. 
The object’s symbolic importance is all: it 
makes us appealing, attractive or superior 
to others. It gives us class. A vicious circle 
settles in: work more to consume more; 
consume more because work is overwhelm-
ing and eats into life. Rather than tackling 
it head-on, many "green" policies swing be-
tween unproductive guilt-tripping ("we are 
all responsible") and commoditizing envi-
ronmental awareness through a prolifera-
tion of green labels. People do not vote with 
their wallet. Consumer influence on indus-
trial choices is marginal.

Democracy

Democracy is an underlying issue in many 
debates. Falling turnouts among working 
class voters, the rise of parties led by a "man 
of the moment", the feeling that it is the "us" 
of society versus the "them" of institutions. 

has to stop. It makes no sense and I will do 
everything I can to stop it.’”

In point of fact, the agreement between 
hairdressing sector unions and employers says 
nothing about banning the wearing of high 
heels. It merely recommends the wearing of 
“shoes with non-slip soles”.

On 2 October 2013, the President of the 
Commission, Mr Barroso, drove the point home 
in an interview on German television’s ARD 
network. He saw no reason to adopt EU rules 
on “hairdressers’ shoes”, using the feminine 
gender and betraying the disdain: they get 
given a “low risk” job and whinge about trifles.

The same day, the European Commission 
adopted a Communication entitled REFIT 
announcing a freeze on the proposed new laws 
on musculoskeletal disorders and improving 
the fight against occupational cancer. No 
further proposals will be put forward during its 
current term of office.

High heels and cancer
A European agreement was reached in the 
hairdressing sector in April 2012. Trade 
unions and employers called for a directive 
to prevent allergies, skin diseases and 
musculoskeletal disorders. Many hairdressers 
suffer from these health problems, and some 
have also contracted bladder cancer from 
the chemicals used for colouring hair. For the 
first time since 1996, the Commission has 
failed to respond to the joint call from the 
European social partners to turn a framework 
agreement into a directive with binding 
effect.

Why? There is a timeline to the reasons. 
Britain’s right-of-centre Daily Mail newspaper 
ran a headline on 9 April 2012 “High heels to 
be cut down to size under new EU proposals 
forcing hairdressers to wear non-slip flat 
shoes” reporting that “Employment Minister 
Chris Grayling vowed: ‘We should be creating 
jobs, not killing them. This kind of stupidity 



spring-summer 2014/HesaMag #0910 Special report 1/32

Waste and recycling: 
workers at risk
Special report coordinated
by Aïda Ponce Del Castillo, ETUI

The Commission wants Europe to 
become a “recycling society” – one 
that reduces and uses waste as a 
resource – by 2020. The idea is that 
this “circular economy” will better 
protect the environment and create 
new jobs. But will they be inherently 
“sustainable jobs”?

This report suggests they may not. 
From collection to recycling, waste 
workers face many risks. They have 
more work accidents than builders. 
Musculoskeletal disorders are 
taking a toll and modernisation of 
sorting facilities generally speeds 
up work paces. Workers are exposed 
to noise, extreme temperatures, 
dust and toxic products.

Historically, refuse collection 
is done by local authorities, 
but they are increasingly 
outsourcing it to private 
operators in fierce competition 
to win the contracts. And as 
local councils tend to select 
the lowest bidder, workers see 
their working conditions and 
bargaining power eroded.

As Europe struggles to exit the 
crisis, that this industry gives jobs 
to the most vulnerable is welcome 
news. But should accessing work 
be an argument for ignoring 
the conditions in which those 
who turn our waste into a new 
resource have to work?
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Jerry van den Berge
European Federation of Public Service Unions (EPSU)

Working towards decent ‘green’ jobs 
in the waste industry
The waste industry is facing many changes due to globalisation and higher 
demand for waste re-use and recycling. The focus in the industry is shifting from 
disposal – ‘how to get rid of waste’- to reuse – ‘how to make the most of waste 
resources’. The transition from collecting and landfilling to sorting, selecting and 
recycling is taking place in many European countries. This ‘greening’ process 
changes work organisation and the characteristics of jobs in the sector. But are 
‘greener’ jobs always better jobs?

Incineration is big 
business in the EU.  
Its share of household 
waste treatment rose 
from 13% in 1996  
to 22% in 2010. 
Image : © Belga/AFP
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The sector is experiencing strong con-
centration: the three largest private compa-
nies (Veolia, Suez Environment and Remon-
dis) have a turnover that is 23% higher than 
the next 13 smaller companies, although this 
situation does not prevail to the same extent 
in all European countries (see Graph 1). 

There are trends towards convergence 
with other sectors, for example the utility sec-
tor, in which the French multinational com-
panies Suez and Veolia are market leaders. 
These two major actors were hit by the 2008 
recession, which led to a reduction in their in-
dustrial and commercial waste market. In the 
past years, both companies have developed 

Waste generation varies considerably be-
tween countries and richer countries tend 
to produce more waste per person. For ex-
ample, the municipal waste generated per 
person ranges from 294 kg in the Czech Re-
public to 801 kg in Denmark. The next low-
est levels after the Czech Republic are in Ro-
mania, Latvia, Poland and Slovakia. Of the 
municipal waste generated in the European 
Union (EU), 42% is sent to landfill, 38% is re-
covered (recycled or composted) and 20% is 
incinerated. The poorer countries are those 
most likely to send waste to landfill, while 
the richer countries are the biggest users of 
incineration. The highest amount of waste is 
landfilled in Bulgaria, Romania, Lithuania, 
Malta and Poland (90% or more). Germany, 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Austria recy-
cle or compost the most waste (59% or more), 
while Denmark, Luxembourg and Sweden 
incinerate the most waste (47% or more in 
all three cases).

The development of the waste sector in 
Europe is complex for many reasons, includ-
ing the number of different markets, evolving 
legislation, and changing structures and ac-
tors. During the last few decades, attention 
shifted from waste collection to disposal, and 
later to recycling. As a result, the waste sec-
tor is developing three markets – collection, 
disposal and treatment – the integration of 
which varies across Europe.

A heterogeneous sector 

The waste sector in Europe is growing rapidly. 
Two thirds of companies are publicly owned, 
but the role of the private sector is increasing 
as a result of a major trend towards the out-
sourcing of collection and sorting of household 
waste by local authorities to private companies. 
Nevertheless, it is worth noting that, since the 
mid-2000s, there has to some extent been a 
return to municipal waste collection contracts 
in Germany, France and the UK. The overall 
effect has certainly been to halt the earlier 
trend towards privatisation, although there 
are still cases of new privatisation.

Graph 1 Largest municipal waste management companies in Europe 
(revenue in million euros, 2010/2011)

Source: Hall D., Nguyen J. (2012)

cost-cutting strategies, which include reducing 
overtime and not replacing workers who leave.

According to the latest Eurostat data, 
the waste and recycling sectors in the EU pro-
vide jobs for nearly 1 000 000 workers. This 
represents about 0.4% of all jobs in the EU as 
a whole, although this percentage varies from 
country to country. About half of the jobs are 
in the recycling and the production of new 
materials, but household waste collection and 
sorting, and civic amenity sites remain the 
largest areas of stable employment in the sec-
tor. At EU level, employment has continued 
to rise in the past years (see Table 1). If the re-
cession has suppressed demand for recycled 
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Public Service Unions (EPSU) and the trade 
unions, both in terms of organising workers 
in the sector and ensuring decent work, good 
working conditions, and the health and safe-
ty of workers. Health and safety is a major 
concern in this sector. Workers have to deal 
with all kinds of materials that can pose a 
danger to their health, and in the treatment 
process (toxic) substances may be present or 
be released depending on the type of mate-
rial (heavy metals, asbestos, dioxin or other 
gases). These are often not visible and extra 
precautions are thus needed. The number of 
accidents is relatively high, too, compared 
with other sectors, most of them occurring 
in transport (traffic accidents). However, 
worker safety must also be a priority in waste 
collection and treatment. It is essential for 
workers and trade unions to be involved in 
the greening process in order to ensure that 
the new jobs are sustainable. This is reflect-
ed in workers’ health and in their commit-
ment to their job. Social dialogue is one way 
to guarantee the structural involvement of 
workers. 

Privatisation versus public  
service

For a long time, the belief that privatisation 
could bring efficiency explained the push for 
the externalisation of public services, includ-
ing in the waste sector. According to a report 
by Public Services International Research 
Unit (Greenwich University)3, recent empiri-
cal research has confirmed that, contrary to 
common belief, there are no significant dif-
ferences in efficiency between public and pri-
vate waste operators.

Analysis in a research project funded by the 
European Commission4 shows that the im-
pacts of privatisation relate to:

— work intensification (including in the pub-
lic sector): the use of public procurement and 
the introduction of competition mean that 
the providers of waste collection services are 
being asked to do the job with fewer staff;

— uneven and difficult representation and so-
cial partnership: the lengthening of the value 
chain makes it more difficult to represent em-
ployees’ interests;

— contracts of limited duration: this leads to 
losses of tenure with a new contract or the 
need to transfer employees to new employers;

— the diversification also leads to unequal 
working conditions for new entrants and frag-
mentation of workforce: in Bulgaria, for exam-
ple, the employees of the municipal enterprise 
have open-ended contracts and those with the 
private provider have short-term contracts.

— waste recycling and re-use are economi-
cally attractive options for public and private 
actors due to widespread separate collection 
and the development of functional markets 
for secondary raw materials;

— waste legislation should be fully imple-
mented. Illegal shipments of waste should be 
eradicated;

— energy recovery should be limited to 
non-recyclable materials, landfilling should 
be virtually eliminated and high-quality re-
cycling should take be guaranteed. 

These aims should be reflected in the waste 
hierarchy (see Table 2) corresponding to 
the European Commission’s 2020 strategy1. 
This will affect employment in various ways: 
changes in work organisation and creation of 
new jobs in new activities. 

The potential for new jobs is enor-
mous. According to research by Friends of 
the Earth, an estimated 50 000 new jobs 
in waste management and 500 000 in recy-
cling could be created in Europe if the green 
society were to become a reality2. This is a 
challenge for the European Federation of 

‘secondary’ materials, which means fewer 
jobs in the recycling sector, the national and 
local commitment to implementing EU waste 
policies has continued to create extra jobs in 
many European countries.

Transition to a green/recycling society

The main developments in this sector are the 
growing importance of environmental issues, 
the continuing privatisation of municipal 
services and the related public procurement 
problems, and increasing ‘Europeanisation’ 
of industrial relations. Greening cannot be 
examined separately; the greening changes 
must be viewed in the framework of a com-
plex context of service provision through 
public or private entities and increasing con-
centration in the European markets. 

The ‘green economy’ is high on the Eu-
ropean agenda. The European Commission 
Europe 2020 strategy main objectives in re-
lation to waste management are:

— by 2020, waste should be used as a resource. 
Waste generated per capita is falling;

Table 1 Employment in the waste sector in the EU (2008-2011)

2008 2009 2010 2011

EU 27 914 800 893 300 885 800 928 600

France 106 900 104 500 103 700 113 100

Germany 134 000 138 100 132 800 146 200

UK 148 800 116 000 104 700 118 600

Italy 128 800 140 900 155 900 148 500

Spain 67 900 75 800 61 900 75 700

Source: Hall D., Nguyen J. (2012) 

Table 2 Waste hierarchy

Processes Aims

Prevention Waste per capita falling 

Re-use Waste per capita falling 

Recycling Separate collection & stimulation of secondary materials market

Recovery Restrict energy recovery to non-recyclable materials

Landfilling Virtually eliminated

Source: Kirov V. (2011) How many does it take to tango? Stakeholders’ strategies to improve work in 
Europe, WALQING Project
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There is no sector-specific legislation that 
requires increased privatisation, liberalisa-
tion or competitive tendering. However, the 
growth in the sector has raised corporate 
interest and the growing use of incineration 
has led to an increase in public-private part-
nerships (PPPs), often linked to privatisation. 
The interpretation of EU procurement and 
internal market laws has put pressure on lo-
cal authorities to open up services to tenders 
from the private sector. 

EPSU considers waste/environmental 
services to be public services. The goal is to 
serve the public interest and public health 
through high-quality services, i.e. a high 
quality of work. We share the view of Munic-
ipal Waste Europe (MWE, the federation of 
municipal waste companies) that waste man-
agement should fall within the remit of local 
authorities, taking into consideration local 
needs and circumstances5. Local authori-
ties are free to choose how they organise the 
service. Market failures in municipal waste 
management would cause environmental 
damage, endanger human health and put a 
large burden on future generations, which 
would be unacceptable.

Many European countries have, by law, 
put their local authorities in charge of collect-
ing and treating municipal waste. This con-
firms the nature of this service as a service of 
general interest. 

There is a clear logic behind this approach: 
— the goal of municipal waste management is 
a mission of general interest: protecting hu-
man health and the environment;

— the continuity and the quality of the service 
are essential as the citizens are obliged to use it;

— all inhabitants should have equal access to a 
reasonable waste disposal service;

— municipal waste management is a collective 
service; 

—an essential part of sustainable municipal 
waste management is engaging the public by 
promoting and consulting it on how to pre-
vent waste, an activity that can hardly be ex-
pected of a commercial undertaking.

Local situations and needs can vary greatly be-
tween and within countries, cities and regions, 
and waste management should be thus be or-
ganised on the basis of the local situation. Local 
authorities should be given the power to choose 
the best form of waste management to suit the 
local situation and needs so as to achieve the 
environmental targets set at EU level. 

Worker representation 

As diverse as the industry is, the same is true 
for the trade unions. Employee representa-
tion is difficult. Unions for the public sector 
(from municipal workers to utility and trans-
port workers), unions for the private sector 
(from manufacturing, construction) or large, 
merged unions (coordination across depart-
ments) all operate in the sector. Social dia-
logue at EU level is not yet formalised in the 
waste sector. On the employers’ side, there 
are several organisations that represent dif-
ferent stakeholders, such as Municipal Waste 
Europe (MWE) for municipal enterprises and 
FEAD for the private sector (this organisa-
tion stresses its business orientation but for 
the moment refuses to act as an employers’ 
organisation). On the trade union side, the 
main organisation is EPSU, the European 
Federation of Public Service Unions6. In the 
waste industry, it represents the majority of 
workers. Other trade union federations that 
represent smaller numbers of waste service 
workers are the European Transport Federa-
tion (ETF) and IndustriAll. 

Since 2010, EPSU has made efforts to 
develop social dialogue and involve employers 
in order to establish formalised social dialogue. 
Thus far, these efforts have been in vain; so-
cial dialogue at European level is still lacking. 
EPSU’s priorities in the waste sector are the 
development of social dialogue, health and 
safety, skills development, and the valuation of 
environmental services. EPSU cooperates with 
environmental organisations to tackle climate 
change and to advocate a sound European en-
vironmental policy that creates decent jobs. 

Waste workers are involved in the collec-
tion, sorting, recycling, incineration and land-
fill of household and industrial waste. EPSU 
supports the European waste hierarchy (see 

1. European Commission 
(2011) A resource-efficient 
society – Flagship initiative 
under the Europe 2020 
strategy.
2. Friends of the Earth 
(2010) More jobs, less 
waste. Potential for job 
creation through higher 
rates of recycling in the UK 
and EU. 
3. Hall D. (2010) Waste 
management in Europe: 
framework, trends and 
issues. Report commissioned 
by the European Federation 
of Public Service Unions 
(EPSU), Public Services 
International Research 
Unit (PSIRU), University of 
Greenwich. 
4. WALQING — Work and 
Life Quality in New and 
Growing Jobs. See:  
www.walqing.eu
5. Municipal Waste Europe 
(2013) Resource Efficiency 
– A European Resource 
Strategy Underpinned 
by Municipalities and 
their Waste Management 
Companies. 
6. EPSU organises 
workers in the energy, 
water and waste sectors, 
health and social services, 
and local and national 
administrations in all 
European countries. It is 
the largest federation of 
the ETUC and comprises 
8 million public service 
workers from over  
265 trade unions.

Organic waste 
composting is a key way 
the authorities hope to 
achieve the ideal of  
a circular economy. 
Image : © Belga/AFP
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Table 2). Our members in municipal waste ser-
vices advise on waste prevention and re-use. 

EPSU thinks it is urgent to counter the 
adverse effects of cut-throat competition. It 
results in a deterioration of working and pay 
conditions. Workers’ under-representation in 
some EU countries and in the SMEs reinforc-
es this trend. 

‘Greening’ the economy, an 
opportunity to improve working 
conditions

When it comes to greening and the other 
processes required to improve the quality of 
work, trade union actions should focus on the 
following areas.

The first relates to the need to develop 
a strategy in order to find European answers. 
EPSU has already begun to focus on the coor-
dination of employees’ interests in the largest 
multinational companies in the sector. The 
work on establishing a formalised European 
sectoral social dialogue is one way of coordi-
nating the action of the employees in these 
diverse circumstances. The development of 
social dialogue at EU level would make it pos-
sible to identify better ways of tackling diver-
sity in a very heterogeneous sector and trans-
fer good practices among social partners in 
the different countries. 

EPSU launched a project to identify 
common interests for workers and employers 
in order to build the first blocks of a sectoral 

social dialogue. One of the issues that is of 
joint interest and joint responsibility is health 
and safety. There is a direct link between the 
quality of work and the health and safety of 
workers. 

The greening agenda is complex and our 
next recommendation will focus on the need 
to analyse critically the effects of greening. 
The general framework of EU environmen-
tal legislation and measures is not sufficient 
to envisage ‘decent’ work solutions. It is very 
important for unions to be able to analyse the 
measures proposed in the different countries 
and to evaluate possible consequences for the 
quality of work.

From this perspective, the third recom-
mendation involves exchanges of practices 
and initiatives that are transferable. It is im-
portant to examine the processes against the 
benchmarks set in other countries and other 
sectors. For example, the Italian social part-
ners have set up an Observatory specifically 
to monitor public procurement.

Sectoral trade unions should cooper-
ate with one another in order to defend col-
lectively workers’ interests instead of seeing 
each other as competitors in recruiting mem-
bers. The heterogeneous waste industry is a 
clear example that decent work can only be 
achieved and safeguarded by coordinated ad-
vocacy and united action among workers in 
the different parts of the industry. Actions are 
coordinated through the existing European 
Works Councils (EWCs) but this is something 
that could be developed further. In parallel 

with the EWCs, the unions could play a role 
in initiating EWCs and promoting worker in-
formation, consultation and participation in 
smaller multinational and local companies. 

In the waste management sector there 
is a political focus on job creation and skills 
rather than on quality. However, ‘greening’ 
warrants attention. It is not a single process 
that affects the quality of work; in order to 
understand the social realities, we need to 
analyse the privatisation that leads to frag-
mentation of the workforce and work intensi-
fication, the role of public procurement (most 
advantageous offer versus cost-cutting), etc. 

At EU level, EPSU supports the vision 
that the first priority is to try to minimise 
waste, and then to try to reuse or recycle 
wherever possible. From this perspective, 
EPSU is dealing not only with employers but 
also with environmental agencies. This strat-
egy may create employment in recycling and 
reuse, and create better jobs. For example, if 
jobs are transferred from incineration and 
landfill to recycling, this may improve em-
ployees’ skills and they will thus have better 
jobs. If the EU can help to move the sector 
towards better quality jobs and more skilled 
jobs, this would benefit both workers and the 
environment alike.

Green jobs must be sustainable jobs. 
Therefore, health and safety and working 
conditions in the sector must be ensured 
and safeguarded. Waste recycling is one el-
ement that could generate more jobs in Eu-
rope and the move from a wasteful society 
to a recycling society is expected to result in 
better jobs. However, at present there is no 
evidence that waste sorting in itself creates 
better jobs; this is contingent upon technol-
ogy and the way in which it is implement-
ed, and it will require a conscious effort by 
stakeholders.

It is up to the trade unions to monitor 
and support these efforts together with the 
working conditions and work environment 
that will help to establish green and decent 
jobs in the waste industry in Europe.•

This article is mainly based on Green and decent? 
Working conditions in the waste sector in Europe 
and implications for trade union policy by Dr Vassil 
Kirov (ISSK, Bulgaria) and Jerry van den Berge 
(EPSU), published in International Journal of Labour 
Research, 2012, Vol. 4, issue 2. 

Market failures in municipal 
waste management would cause 
environmental damage, endanger 
human health and put a large 
burden on future generations.
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Rob Edwards
Free-lance journalist

The fatal dangers of working 
in the recycling industry
The UK’s waste treatment and recycling industry is breaking workplace injury 
records. Its workers have double the injury risk of building workers. The Health and 
Safety Executive – the UK’s workplace safety inspection authority – is campaigning 
to change matters. Trade unions want a crackdown on rule-dodging employers.

Special report 8/32

Constant upgrading of 
computer technologies 
swamps recycling 
firms with mountains 
of obsolete equipment 
containing all kinds of 
compounds, some of 
them toxic. 
Image :© Justin Tallis/
reportdigital.co.uk
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Mark Wright was "a big soft teddy bear of a 
man", according to his mother, Dorothy. And 
he was worried about safety standards at the 
recycling plant where he worked at Saltney in 
North Wales.

On 12 April 2005 he was told by his 
boss to put more than 3 500 aerosol cans into 
a mechanical crusher. They exploded and 
caught fire, sealing a door and trapping Mark 
inside. When he was freed, he walked to an 
ambulance before collapsing with 90 per cent 
burns.

"In the one act of kindness shown to us, 
the hospital kept our son on a life support sys-
tem long enough for us to drive the five hours 
needed to be there to say our goodbyes," said 
Dorothy. "He was 37 years old. He had been 
with his wife since he was 19 and had two 
children whom he just adored."

Since their son’s untimely death, Dorothy 
and her husband, Douglas, have been fighting 
for justice. Their long and ultimately frustrating 
struggle has helped expose the serious dangers 
of working in the burgeoning waste recycling 
business in the UK. It has also highlighted deep 
flaws in the way the country’s judicial system 
handles health and safety at work.

The Crown Prosecution Service initially 
decided that there was not enough evidence 
to charge the company, Deeside Metal, or 
any of its managers with manslaughter. Then 
after an inquest into the death in 2009, it 
announced that it was pursuing a charge of 
manslaughter against the general manager, 
Robert Roberts.

But this was rejected by a trial judge as 
an "abuse of process" because it was too long 
after the accident. Roberts was left to face a 
lesser charge of breaching health and safety 
legislation, to which he pleaded guilty and 
was fined £10 000 (12 000 euros) by Caer-
narfon Crown Court in December 2010.

At the same time, Deeside Metal was 
fined £100 000 for breaking health and safe-
ty law. Deeside Metal then appealed against 
its fine, and in December 2011 it was halved 
by the Court of Appeal. The company from 
which the aerosol cans had come, Jeyes, was 
also fined.

The Wrights received an apology from 
the Crown Prosecution Service for the way 
the case was mishandled, but the whole expe-
rience has left Dorothy deeply disillusioned. 
She told HesaMag that she has lost all faith in 
the police, the justice system, and the govern-
ment’s Health and Safety Executive (HSE). "I 
live with an ever present feeling of betrayal 
and anger at a country that has treated my 
son as just another disposable business com-
modity," she said.

Graph 2 Fatalities to employees in waste and 
recycling, by kind, 2007/2008 to 2011/2012

Graph 3 Major injuries to employees in waste and 
recycling, by kind, 2007/2008 to 2011/2012
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Source: www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/index.htm Source: www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/index.htm

Graph 1 Illness and injury in UK recycling and other industries 2009-2012

Source: Health and Safety Executive
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The company that ran the plant, Nolan Re-
cycling, should have closed the weighbridge 
while it was being cleaned, she pointed out. 
They should have kept workers away from 
moving vehicles, and provided proper training 
for Eagle.

The company pleaded guilty to breaching the 
1974 Health and Safety at Work Act at Cardiff 
Crown Court on 25 September 2013. It was 
fined £250 000 (300 000 euros).

“We all miss Geraint very much,” said his father, 
Paul Eagle. “This tragedy has had a huge 
impact on the family. I hope other businesses 
will learn lessons from this and put workers’ 
safety first. No other families should have to 
go through what we have been through.”

Worker crushed 
to death
Geraint Eagle was just 21 when he was crushed 
to death at a recycling plant at Bridgend in 
Wales. He was hit by a lorry while lying on a 
weighbridge chipping dried mud off sensors on 
2 December 2010.

Eight months after he died his girlfriend, Eliza-
beth Evans, gave birth to his son, Garren. “This 
was a horrific incident with tragic consequenc-
es,” said Sarah Baldwin Jones, an inspector with 
the government’s Health and Safety Executive 
(HSE). “There were multiple failings at the site, 
which should have been obvious and could 
easily have been addressed.”

"Without vigorous policing and inspec-
tion of recycling premises, coupled with legal 
action proportionate to the crime of taking a 
life – including the accountability of individ-
ual directors – sadly I cannot foresee a time 
when employers in the recycling industry will 
not risk workers’ lives for profit. It is one of 
the most dangerous industries in Britain."

A death rate 16 times higher  
than average

There is no doubt that recycling waste in the 
UK is a relatively hazardous occupation. In 
the last nine years, official figures show that 
83 workers have been killed, often by mov-
ing vehicles or machinery. In 2012-13 twelve 
people died, which according to HSE is 16 
times higher than the average for all UK in-
dustries.

More than 3 000 recycling and waste 
workers are injured every year, a rate four 
times higher than the average for all indus-
tries. HSE has estimated that more than one 
in 20 recycling workers suffer ill health or in-
jury because of their jobs. This is significantly 
higher than other reputedly dangerous trades 
like farming, forestry and fishing, and nearly 
twice as high as in construction and manu-
facturing.

At least 140 000 people work in the 
waste and recycling industry, making up less 
than one per cent of the UK’s working pop-
ulation. But the industry accounts for nearly 
three per cent of all reported injuries to em-
ployees (see Graph 1). The industry grew by 
almost five per cent between 2012 and 2013, 
as central and local government try to recy-
cle more of the 75 million tonnes of waste 
produced every year in order to meet Euro-
pean targets to cut the amounts dumped as 
landfill.

Recycling workers also face insidious 
long-term risks from the dust, toxic metals 
and infections to which they can be exposed. 
A 2012 study by the Institute of Occupa-
tional Medicine in Edinburgh pointed out 
that current safety limits for dust failed to 

protect workers1. "Exposures to dust at many 
waste-handling sites are likely to give rise to 
significantly increased risks of chronic res-
piratory illness," it concluded. 

Exposures to lead, mercury and other 
hazardous metals at scrap metal yards and 
electrical waste recycling facilities "may be suf-
ficient to give rise to toxicity," the study warned. 

"Workers who have direct contact with waste 
materials are potentially at risk of infection 
due to the presence of articles such as dispos-
able nappies and discarded needles in wastes."

Although the evidence was limited, the 
institute expressed concern that the industry 
may be building up serious health problems 
for the future. "The mobility of the labour 
force and long time scale over which serious 
respiratory illness may develop means that 
there may be a hidden burden of ill-health 
associated with working in the waste and re-
cycling industry," it said.

Hundreds of inspections planned

HSE, the UK government agency responsible 
for ensuring health and safety at work, accept-
ed that there was a "terrible toll" from recy-
cling. "The bottom line is that if you work in 
waste and recycling you are more likely to have 
an accident, or a fatal accident, than if you work 
in other industries," said Wayne Williams, an 
inspector on HSE’s waste and recycling team. 

That was why, along with agriculture 
and construction, recycling was being target-
ed as one of HSE’s "priority" industries. HSE 

inspectors are planning to make visits, mostly 
unannounced, to hundreds of recycling sites 
over the next two years. "Anyone who works 
in the waste industry should not be surprised 
if they see an HSE inspector knocking on 
their door," warned Williams. "If you haven’t 
seen us for a while, we will be coming."

He attributed the high rates of injury, 
illness and death to several factors. The in-
dustry was very diverse, it was innovating 
and it contained a large percentage of small 
and medium-sized enterprises, which had 
fewer resources. He also highlighted firms’ 
reliance on agency workers, who might not 
be experienced, and migrant workers, who 
might have language problems.

Along with employers and trade unions, 
the HSE has set up the Waste Industry Safe-
ty and Health (WISH) forum. It works to en-
courage good practice in waste recycling op-
erations by issuing advice and guidelines, and 
in 2013 agreed a 24-point action plan. But 
Williams stressed that there was no "magic 
bullet" that could solve all the problems.

"A lot of effort is being put in by HSE 
and the industry to try and improve things," 
he said. "But it’s not going to happen over-
night." He expected that the recycling indus-
try would remain a priority for the foresee-
able future. He dismissed suggestions that 
his agency might be short of resources, say-
ing: "HSE works with what it gets."

The key, Williams argued, was to work 
with other agencies to engage managers and 
workers throughout the industry. "This is an 
industry problem – they have the prerogative 

1. Searl A. and Crawford 
J. (2012) Review of 
health risks for workers in 
the waste and recycling 
industry, Institute of 
Occupational Medicine. 
Downloadable on: 
http://www.bohrf.org.
uk/>Downloads
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to sort themselves out," he said. "There’s isn’t 
a policeman on every corner." Would HSE’s 
strategy succeed? "Only time will tell," he re-
plied.

Government cutbacks will have 
‘bloody consequences’

HSE’s approach was broadly backed by the 
trade union, Unison, which encouraged work-
ers and managers to work together to reduce 
the risks. "This means that very senior man-
agers within organisations dealing with waste 
and recycling must take an active role in pro-
moting health and safety," said Unison’s Vin-
cent Borg. "It also means that employers need 
to involve their employees."

Another trade union involved in the in-
dustry, Unite, took a slightly tougher line, ar-
guing that employers had the "primary respon-
sibility" for reducing the risks. "Enforcement 
is a proven and effective driver for health and 
safety compliance," said Unite’s Susan Murray.

Unite strongly condemned a 35% cut in 
government funding for the HSE, and compa-
rable cuts to local authority budgets. "This is 
dangerous for workers and sends the wrong 
message to those employers who have already 
have difficulty in complying with their legal 
responsibilities," stated Murray.

Professor Andrew Watterson, who 
heads the Occupational and Environmental 
Health Research Group at the University of 
Stirling, warned that HSE’s cutbacks would 
have "bloody consequences". He questioned 
whether the regulatory agency had enough 
staff to effectively police such a fragmented 
and hazardous industry, suggesting that its 

"hotspot inspections" would only be able to 
cover a small proportion of sites.

"Vague partnerships with disparate 
stakeholders will not do the trick," he said. 
What was needed was "greater surveillance, 
regulatory enforcement and stiffer fines 
and prison sentences for those who kill and 
maim workers," he argued. "The industry 
has a whole host of well-established and 
mainly old disease and injury health haz-
ards and needs far better control than it cur-
rently receives."

Hilda Palmer, acting chair of the UK’s 
Hazards Campaign, pointed out the real 
harm being done by the industry was prob-
ably worse than that portrayed by the official 
statistics because many injuries and illness 
went unreported. "The problems occur across 
the whole sector from large to small compa-
nies, though they’re worse at the smaller 
non-unionised end," she said.

20 workers poisoned 
by mercury
Twenty workers were exposed to dangerous 
levels of mercury at a recycling plant at Kirk-
heaton in Huddersfield between October 2007 
and August 2008. The mercury came from 
fluorescent light bulbs.

Ventilation problems at the plant meant that 
workers breathed in toxic mercury fumes, as 
well as lead from recycling televisions and com-
puter monitors. They complained of ill health, 
with one woman alarmed about the risk to her 
unborn baby.

An investigation by HSE and the Environment 
Agency found that 20 workers had levels of 
mercury in their bodies above recommended 
safety limits. Five of them were said by HSE to 
have “extremely high levels” of the poison.

“This is a shocking case involving a large 
number of employees, many of them young 
and vulnerable, who were suddenly faced with 
the worrying possibility of damage to their 
long-term health,” said HSE Inspector Jeanne 
Morton.

“The risks associated with handling toxic 
substances like mercury have been known for 
generations, so it is all the more unacceptable 
that something like this has happened. The 
company failed to see the risks created by 
their recycling work and failed to develop 
effective plans for safe working.”

The company, Electrical Recycling Group, 
pleaded guilty to breaching health and safety 
law, as well as rules governing hazardous sub-
stances at Bradford Crown Court on 5 February 
2010. It was fined £140 000 (170 000 euros), 
while its director, Craig Thompson, was fined 
£5 000 (6 000 euros).

The waste and recycling 
industries give 
employment to the least 
qualified young people. 
But at what cost! 
Image :© Paul Box /
reportdigital.co.uk
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An investigation by HSE concluded that two 
openings on the conveyor system should have 
been guarded to prevent this kind of accident. 
“Mr Freitas has been left with a permanent, 
life-changing injury as a result of an incident 
that could easily have been avoided,” said HSE 
inspector Gabriella Dimitrov.

The company MSK Waste Management and 
Recycling appeared in Westminster Magistrates’ 
Court on 23 October 2013 and pleaded guilty to 
breaching regulations on the safe operation of 
machinery. It was fined £10 000 (12 000 euros) 
and was ordered to pay a further £5 944 in 
costs plus £5 000 in compensation.

“The onus is on companies like MSK to acknowl-
edge the dangers posed by unsafe machines and 
risky methods of work for clearing blockages, and 
to take action,” added Dimitrov. “Incidents of this 
kind occur all too often in the recycling sector.”

Worker loses arm
Domingos da Conceicao Freitas had to have 
his right arm amputated after it was trapped 
at a recycling plant at Barking in London on 
17 August 2012. The 28-year year-old can 
no longer work, and struggles to wash and 
dress.

An agency worker, he helped sort waste on 
a conveyor belt into different bins by hand. 
When the mechanism became blocked, he 
was asked to clear it by inserting a wire 
between a roller and the moving belt.

As he did so, his arm was caught and 
crushed by the roller. The procedure should 
have been carried out by two or three 
workers, one of whom would have been 
responsible for ensuring the conveyor belt 
was switched off.

"The sector shades 
into unregulated and 
dangerous criminal 
activity paying 
vulnerable workers 
cash-in-hand for 
demolition and scrap 
work where injuries 
and illness are 
unreported."

"The sector shades into unregulated and 
dangerous criminal activity paying vulnera-
ble workers cash-in-hand for demolition and 
scrap work where injuries and illness are un-
reported. More enforcement action against 
employers with unsafe and unhealthy prac-
tices, based on frequent proactive inspection, 
more support for union safety reps, and rig-
orous action taken on concerns expressed by 
workers are essential."

Accidents reduced 70 per cent  
by some companies

The waste recycling industry is represented 
by the Environmental Services Association 
(ESA), which said it covered 85% of the sector. 
This included major players like Biffa, Cory 
Environmental, Shanks, Sita, Veolia and Vir-
idor, but it left out many smaller businesses. 
ESA accepted that "historically" the industry 
had "not had the best health and safety re-
cord."

In 2004 ESA set itself the target of re-
ducing the incidence of reportable accidents 
by ten per cent a year. Though that hasn’t 
been achieved every year, it has been exceed-
ed in other years, resulting in a drop of al-
most 70 per cent in accident rates at member 
companies between 2004 and 2011, accord-
ing to ESA. It said it had revised its strategy 
in recent years to maintain momentum.

"While we of course have much further 
to go, there is little indication that this level 
of performance has been repeated across the 
waste sector as a whole," stated ESA’s policy 
executive, Stephen Freeland. He wanted HSE 
to publish a more accurate breakdown of its 
accident data so that the problem areas could 
be better identified and tackled.

He pointed out that the industry was un-
dergoing a major transformation, as compa-
nies moved away from landfill towards sorting, 
recycling and energy-from-waste incinerators, 
sometimes involving investments of hundreds 
of millions of pounds. "But this brings a set of 
new health and safety challenges," he said, be-
cause more people were working more closely 
with heavy vehicles and machinery. "Higher 
recycling targets will require a greater range 
of materials to be collected for recycling, po-
tentially increasing workplace exposure to 
new materials."

Freeland argued that government recy-
cling policies should take greater account of 
health and safety. "While efforts to collect glass 
separately from other recyclable materials may 
help to promote high quality recycling, sepa-
rate glass collections present their own unique 
health and safety challenges to workers," he 
said. "Greater volumes and diversity of materi-
als will be handled in future, so the technology 
and health risks need to be fully explored."

None of this, however, is of much com-
fort to Dorothy Wright, who helped found the 
campaign group, Families Against Corporate 
Killers. "I not only lost my son at the hands of 
an employer who thought more of money than 
Mark’s life, but I have lost the ability to feel real 
joy, pleasure and peace of mind," she said.

"There is not a single day goes by that I 
do not think of Mark and wish I could have 
protected him. I’d like to think that by tell-
ing his story I can save someone else’s life by 
changing the attitude to health and safety in 
Britain."•
More information

Dorothy and Douglas Wright on the death of their 
son: www.hazardscampaign.org.uk/fack/about/
markwright.pdf

Families Against Corporate Killers:
www.hazardscampaign.org.uk/fack/about

Hazards magazine on the risks of green jobs: 
www.hazards.org/greenjobs

Health and safety statistics in the waste sector: 
www.hse.gov.uk/statistics/industry/waste- 
recycling/index.htm

www.esauk.org/esa_policies/people_health_and_
safety/stats
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Diego Alhaique
Scientific Officer, Health and Safety at 
Work Observatory, IRES-CGIL

Working the bins in Italy
The unforgettable sight of Naples’ streets littered with rubbish bags was an 
apocalyptic image that shows how vital the clean-up jobs (refuse collectors, street 
sweepers) are to keep the town running. The challenge of keeping our streets 
clean is largely under-funded. Recent research in Italy has uncovered serious health 
problems related to workloads.

Special report 13/32

Our consumption-crazed 
societies generate 
untold amounts of 
waste. Without workers 
to deal with it, towns 
would grind to a halt. 
Image : © Belga/
Agefotostock
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"After seven years’ doing this 
kind of job, they’re worn out: 
binmen die young."

"Refuse collection in today’s Italy is a harder 
job than before: as well as the loads to lift, the 
dirt, the repetitive movements and biological 
risks there is now greater time-pressure of 
work. In order to keep a grip on the costs of 
selective sorting, which is necessary to care 
for the environment, workers have been put 
under a lot of pressure, having to do at least 
four times as much work with the same num-
ber of people. Obviously, quality of service 
suffers". Massimo Cenciotti, national envi-
ronmental health sector official with CGIL’s 
public service workers’ union, paints a sober-
ing picture of binmen’s working conditions.

"The risks have gone up, and working con-
ditions have gone down", he goes on. "In 2011, 
the union recorded 12 workplace deaths1 – un-
imaginable a few years ago. Why? Fragmenta-
tion of work, faster paces and repetitive move-
ments. Workers bang into things, stumble, fall, 
all the time loading and unloading. Bags and 
bins are heavy. Doorstep collections can run up 
to 600 points, meaning 1 200 bags or bins per 
round. Binmen are now up in arms. Moving to 
selective sorting of waste on the same budget as 
before means taking a big cut in working condi-
tions and endangering workers’ health, and the 
public preventive services are doing nothing."

Five times more work accidents

The municipal solid waste (MSW) collection 
sector employs 90 000 workers, an average 
75% of whom – 67 500 – are street mainte-
nance workers, and 15% of these are women. 
The sector is run by some 600 public and 
private operators. Public enterprises employ 
60% of the workforce, and the private sec-
tor 40%. It is a widely diverse and complex 
community, with many outsourced services 
where prevention often goes by the board 
and workers’ health and safety suffers. The 
National Work Accident and Occupational 

Disease Insurance Agency’s (Inail) figures are 
telling: between 2009 and 2011, an average 
of 133 street sweepers2 in 1 000 had a work 
accident each year – five times more than all 
other sectors put together3 (see Table 1).

Where occupational diseases are con-
cerned, Inail’s official figures are just the clas-
sic "tip of the iceberg". There is a much bigger 
submerged part consisting of diseases whose 
work-related origin has not been proved, but 
they include an increased number of mus-
culoskeletal disorders reflecting the risks of 
handling heavy loads and faster work paces.

Tableau 1 Compensated work accidents. Street sweepers, 
refuse collectors and allied workers

2009 2010 2011 

Total cases 9 088 9 169 8 543 

of which, workers travelling to/from work 509 588 483 

Fatalities 7 6 10 

of which, workers travelling to/from work 3 3 3 

Source: Inail, database on occupations

1. Compared to the official 
figure of ten (see Table 1). 
Inail disputes that two fatal 
accidents were work-related.
2. The terms “refuse 
collector/binman” and 
“street sweeper” fall 
under the classification of 
“environmental sanitation 
operatives” – those 
responsible for cleaning, 
refuse collection, protection 
and improvement of the 
environment in a given 
area (National Collective 
Agreement, Article 15).
3. Specifically, 24 in 1 000 
over the period 2008-2010, 
which are the latest figures 
available in the INAIL 
statistical database. 
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Research to reduce musculoskeletal 
disorders (MSDs)

In 2011, the trade unions and employers’ or-
ganisations in Federambiente4 (260 firms) set 
up the Rubes Triva National Safety Founda-
tion5 with the aim of promoting workplace 
health training and information initiatives 
and giving support to businesses in the sec-
tor to spread a prevention culture. The Foun-
dation conducted joint research with Inail 
based on data on strain- and repetitive move-
ment-related work accidents to workers in 
Federambiente member companies (see box).

"The information from these studies is 
concerning and shows the urgent need to act on 
the ergonomics of refuse collectors’ jobs. That is 
why CEEP6, which we are a member of, strong-
ly supported the proposal for a Directive on 
musculoskeletal disorders which the European 
Commission has since dropped", says Rubes 
Triva Foundation consultant Luca Casale.

EU rules on MSDs may be going no-
where, but in-country initiatives are starting 
to yield their first measurable benefits. "After 
a study in Genoa we purchased equipment 
with ergonomic features that ease and reduce 
the strain of movements for manual collec-
tion in the historic centre, where mechanical 
means can’t be used, and we are working on 
job rotation between men and women", ex-
plains Giuseppe Dagnino, the prevention 
manager of the city’s environmental sanita-
tion departments.

Ergonomic issues have to be addressed 
by looking at work organization, argues Ga-
briella Duca, who is coordinating ongoing 
research commissioned from the University 
of Naples’ Laboratory of Applied and Exper-
imental Economics. "We want to identify the 
ergonomic problems from manual and me-
chanical movements made when handling 
wheelie bins which stem from the fact these 
activities are carried out in a setting where 
physical factors (ranging from the type of 
waste through the weather conditions and 
features of the dustcarts to road wear, etc.) 
interplay with human and organizational fac-
tors. We will be doing a job analysis using a 
descriptive method based on direct observa-
tion. The result will be proposals to improve 
the use of work equipment, refuse collection 
workflows and collection routes."

where the street is uneven or obstructed by 
vehicles or littered with refuse. The risks were 
evaluated by the OCRA Index methodology to 
assess the upper limb musculoskeletal disorder 
risk from repetitive tasks.

Of the fifteen tasks analyzed, almost all showed 
a risk present for workers of both genders. The 
risk index was generally higher for women. The 
most gruelling tasks are sweeping brick stairs 
and small cobblestone surfaces (creuza, typical 
Genoese alleyways), and where there are leaves 
and on rissêu (small black and white pebble mo-
saics). For women, the risk is even higher when 
the bucket (bulacco) has to be carried on the 
shoulder as happens especially when cleaning 
creuza and rissêu.

Sources

Guercio A. et al. (2012) Analisi statistica degli 
infortuni e studio dei movimenti ripetuti nelle 
attività di igiene urbana nelle aziende dei servizi 
ambientali e territoriali, Roma, INAIL.

Guercio A., Todaro N. and Sarto D. (s.d.) Studio 
del rischio da movimenti ripetuti nelle attività di 
igiene urbana presso l’azienda AMIU spa di  
Genova, Roma, INAIL.

Research into 
the causes of 
musculoskeletal 
disorders
The National Work Accident and Occupational 
Disease Insurance Agency (Inail) recently did 
two research studies into musculoskeletal 
disorders among Italian refuse collectors. One 
looked at 701 accidents occurring between 
2008 and 2010 as a result of “physical strain on 
the musculoskeletal system”. Fifty percent of the 
accidents were related to an “improper” body 
movement (mostly trips, leg or ankle sprains) 
and 26% occurred while moving objects and 
equipment (mostly when lifting, carrying or 
standing up).

The second study focused on repetitive move-
ments in manual sweeping. Inail conducted a 
field survey of Genoa council street sweepers. 
The ergonomic analysis focused on identify-
ing the risks associated with manual street 
sweeping, characterized by repetitive actions, 
handling of loads and walking including in areas 

4. Federambiente 
is the association of 
companies that run public 
environmental sanitation 
and hygiene services or 
apply the national sector 
collective agreement.
5. Rubes Triva (1921-2001) 
was an Italian politician 
who was mayor of Modena 
from 1962 to 1972 and the 
president of Federambiente 
from 1980-1990.

6. The European Centre of 
Employers and Enterprises 
providing Public services 
(CEEP) is one of three 
European social partners 
recognized by the European 
Commission to take part 
in the European social 
dialogue. It represents 
public sector employers.
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The Rubes Triva Foundation has also 
supported research by the Institute of Man-
agement of Sant’Anna de Pise Graduate 
School to assess the cost of work accidents in 
the environmental health sector7.

Alarm bells over ageing workers

"Pension reform means we shall have refuse 
collectors having to work up to the age of 65. 
Even today, the average age is 45, rising to 
55 in central and southern Italy. After sev-
en years’ doing this kind of job, they’re worn 
out: binmen die young. We are sitting on a 
powder keg when you think that the aver-
age age of refuse collectors in Naples is 58", 
cautions Massimo Cenciotti. Research pub-
lished in 2005 showed that "street sweeper 
and refuse collector" are the jobs with the 

worst records in terms of health and life ex-
pectancy at age 358.

That Italian manufacturers are fail-
ing to develop ergonomic work equipment 
is obviously not helping to improve matters. 

"Manufacturers must be encouraged to make 
more ergonomic equipment and close Italy’s 
environmental shortfall where only 150 pat-
ents are registered each year compared to 
5 000 in Germany", stresses the union rep.

So, what are the unions doing about 
these problems? "When a fatal work acci-
dent happens, the union will often denounce 
it in strong terms. But they have a hard time 
standing up to companies, especially private 
sector environmental sanitation contractors, 
who often say these matters are none of their 
concern", says Cenciotti. The trade unionist 
also argues that health and safety at work 
is manipulated to other ends: "Instead of 

7. The results were 
presented to the 
international conference 
“Investire in sicurezza 
nel settore dell’igiene 
ambientale” – Rome, 
22 November 2012. The 
proceedings (some papers 
in English) are available on 
the Rubes Triva Foundation 
website (http://www.
fondazionerubestriva.it/
home.aspx).
8. See Costa G. (2005) 
Differenze nella salute 
tra le professioni: spunti 
epidemiologici per le 
politiche del lavoro e della 
previdenza, Med Lav, 96 
(Suppl), 7-27.
9. In Italy, the joint shop 
stewards’ committee 
(RSU) is a collective body 
representing all workers, 
both union and non-union, 
doing the same type of 
work in the public and 
private sector.

striking, they threaten to enforce all the pre-
ventive and protective measures."

"I firmly believe that the union must rely 
more on workers’ safety reps who should be 
directly elected by the workers, and not ap-
pointed by the union reps. This would create 
a direct relationship between elected officials 
and those they represent", says Cenciotti. To 
support and train these reps, the CGIL public 
service workers’ union held a day conference 
for workers’ safety and work environment 
reps last November to coincide with the RSU 
elections9. The Rubes Triva Foundation was 
tasked with developing a large-scale training 
plan to get workers’ safety reps more involved 
so they can make better use of all their pow-
ers. "We want to support an awareness in 
public enterprises that workers’ safety reps 
are a resource for the company", says Massi-
mo Cenciotti.•

Graph 1 Recognized occupational diseases. Street sweepers, refuse collectors 
and allied workers (2011)

Source: Inail, database on occupations

Diseases of the musculoskeletal system,  

muscles and connective tissue (n = 55)

Diseases of the nervous system and sensory organs (n = 13)

Diseases of the respiratory system (n = 4)

Diseases of the skin and subcutaneous tissue (n = 1)

Tumours (n = 1)
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Aïda Ponce del Castillo
ETUI

EU waste legislation: current situation 
and future developments
The European Union’s policy on waste aims to make waste management more 
efficient throughout the Union, treating waste as a resource and moving towards 
a European recycling society in which the Member States can develop autonomous  
waste elimination systems.

The European Union 
wants to slash the 
amount of waste going 
to landfill.
Image : © Paul Box /
reportdigital.co.uk
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takes into account the precautionary principle 
laid down in the Treaty on European Union 
and is based on three main principles.

Prevention: this refers to two aspects: 
prevention of waste and prevention of the 
harmful effects of waste. Taking a life-cycle 
approach, the Directive puts waste prevention 
at the top of the hierarchy of waste options to 
be applied by Member States when develop-
ing their national waste policies, followed by 
preparing for re-use, recycling, other recov-
ery (notably energy recovery) and disposal.

The Directive also states that the Mem-
ber States should establish waste prevention 
programmes by 12 December 2013. These 
should describe the existing prevention 
measures, determine appropriate specific 
qualitative or quantitative benchmarks for 
waste prevention measures and establish in-
dicators for waste prevention measures6. Pro-
gress should be reported to the Commission 
periodically. 

Polluter-pays principle: this prin-
ciple is laid down in the Treaty on the Func-
tioning of the European Union and aims to 
prevent and remedy environmental damage. 
In accordance with this principle, the costs 
of waste management shall be borne by the 
original waste producer or by the current or 
previous waste holders.

Extended producer responsibility: 
this aims to strengthen the re-use and the 
prevention, recycling and other recovery of 
waste. However, implementation is at the dis-
cretion of Member States.

It should be noted that often these prin-
ciples are not translated into concrete poli-
cies as it is up to Member States to implement 

Special report 18/32

1. Directive 2008/98/EC 
of the European Parliament 
and of the Council of 
19 November 2008 on 
waste and repealing certain 
Directives, Official Journal 
of the European Union, 
L 312, 22 November 2008.
2. Regulation (EC) 
No 1013/2006 of the 
European Parliament and 
of the Council of 14 June 
2006 on shipments of 
waste, Official Journal of 
the European Union, L 190, 
12 July 2006.
3. Directive 2010/75/EU 
of the European Parliament 
and of the Council of 
24 November 2010 
on industrial emissions 
(integrated pollution 
prevention and control), 
Official Journal of the 
European Union, L 334,  
17 December 2010.

EU waste policy aims to make waste manage-
ment more efficient for the Union as a whole 
by managing waste as a resource and mov-
ing towards a European recycling society in 
which Member States can develop self-suffi-
cient waste disposal systems.

The current EU waste regulations are 
complex. The general framework is laid down 
in the Waste Framework Directive1 and the 
Waste Shipment Regulation2. The next legis-
lative level consists of texts that cover waste 
treatment operations, such as the Industrial 
Emissions Directive (Waste Incineration)3 
and the Landfill Directive4. Finally, there is 
a third level of legislation, with seven specific 
laws that deal with different waste streams: 
sewage sludge in agriculture; packaging and 
packaging waste; PCBs/PCTs; end-of-life ve-
hicles; batteries and accumulators; restric-
tion of hazardous substances in electrical and 
electronic equipment (RoHS 2); and waste 
electrical and electronic equipment.

Waste Framework Directive 

The EU umbrella regulation is the Waste 
Framework Directive (WFD), which provides 
definitions of key concepts such as waste, 
end-of-waste status, re-use and recycling. 

The Waste Framework Directive was 
adopted in 2008 and its main objectives are 
to move the EU closer to a 'recycling society', 
avoid waste generation, use waste as a re-
source, reduce the adverse environmental and 
health impacts of waste, and move Europe’s 
energy and resource efficiency towards the 
creation of a 'circular economy'5. The WFD 

4. Council Directive 
1999/31/EC of 26 April 
1999 on the landfill of 
waste, Official Journal of 
the European Communities, 
L 182, 16 July 1999.
5. The Ellen MacArthur 
Foundation describes the 
circular economy as a 
system that aims to ‘design 
out’ waste. It is a shift 
towards using renewable 
energy, eliminating the 
use of toxic chemicals, 
which impair re-use, and 
eradicating waste through 
the careful design of 
materials, products, systems 
and, consequently, business 
models. 
6. As of 17 January 2014, 
14 Member States plus 
parts of Belgium and the 
UK had adopted waste 
prevention plans. Only four 
of the plans include specific 
quantitative targets. 
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them, taking into account their specific na-
tional context and circumstances. The Court 
of Justice has even ruled that the Member 
States are free to transpose the polluter-pays 
principle as they see fit.

Waste Shipment Regulation 

The movement of waste is an important in-
ternational trade issue. The EU is the world’s 
largest exporter and importer of non-haz-
ardous waste destined for recovery (before 
the US and China). In 2011, it accounted for: 
35.5% of the world’s exports (US: 4.5%, Chi-
na: 21.4%) and 44.5% of the world’s imports 
(US: 18%, China: 1%)7. European paper and 
plastic are often recycled in Asia. 

The Waste Shipment Regulation aims 
to supervise and control such shipments in 
order to protect both human health and the 
environment. It applies to all internation-
al waste shipments, for all purposes, within, 
into or out of the European Union.

The EU has basically transposed into its 
legislation the Basel Convention on the Con-
trol of Transboundary Movements of Haz-
ardous Wastes and their Disposal8, which is 
therefore binding on all EU states. 

EU legislation also includes provisions 
on the shipment of waste between Member 
States, through a system of prior authorisa-
tion for the shipment of waste for disposal or 
recovery, a compulsory notification system 
and a standard consignment note for ship-
ments of waste. Member States are obliged to 
take the necessary steps to inspect, sample 
and monitor waste shipments. They must car-
ry out inspections, spot checks and physical 
checks of shipments. 

Despite its binding nature, this legis-
lation is enforced differently in the various 
Member States, as proven by a recent audit 
carried out in eight EU countries9. 

The examples below highlight the complexity 
of the problem:
1. There are weaknesses in the information 
systems, with no clear policies and guidelines 
for tackling problems related to data collec-
tion and reporting. As a result, statistical 
data can be incomplete or unreliable and it 
is more difficult to pursue information-based 
enforcement, monitoring and review. The 
comparability of statistical data on inspec-
tions, infringements and sanctions is ham-
pered by the lack of a protocol for the collec-
tion, registration and reporting of such data.

Fram
ew

ork
Treatm

ent
Stream

s

Waste Framework Directive 
2008/98

(includes municipal and construction 
demolition waste)

Industrial Emissions Directive 
(Waste Incineration) 

2010/75

Sewage sludge 
1986/278

Packaging 
1994/62

PCB/PCT 
1996/59

End-of-life 
vehicles 

2000/53

Batteries 
2006/66

Waste electrical and  
electronic equipment 

2012/19 

Hazardous substances  
in electrical and electronic 

equipment  
2011/65

Waste Shipment Regulation
1013/2006

Landfill Directive 
1999/31

Figure 1 Main legal instruments forming the EU waste acquis

Source: European Commission (2013)

The EU’s legislative 
framework for waste 
is complex and will 
continue to be so, 
despite or because 
of the upcoming 
fitness checks and 
overall review of 
the legislation.

2. There are two different tariff code sys-
tems. The tariff codes that the Waste Ship-
ment Regulation and the Basel Convention 
use differ from the international tariff codes 
used by customs authorities. So far, only one 
of the eight countries has developed a con-
version table so that tariff codes can be used 
to select high-risk shipments for inspection 
by customs authorities that have to declare 
them.
3. The enforcement policy in several coun-
tries is not sufficiently based on an explic-
it risk assessment. For instance, the audit 
states that there is clear evidence in several 
countries that hazardous waste is imported 
or exported as 'goods' and/or as 'green-listed 
waste' (non-hazardous waste intended for re-
covery), which is a way of avoiding the proce-
dures set out in the Regulation.

These aspects, combined with the limited 
number of inspections, the inability to trace 
different waste streams, the differences in 
how infringements are penalised and the low 
levels of sanction in some countries all consti-
tute serious problems. This situation also in-
creases the risk of waste being shipped illegal-
ly and results in improper treatment of waste.
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With regard to international trade, in the 
framework of the negotiations on the Transat-
lantic Trade and Investment Partnership be-
tween the EU and the United States, it is ev-
ident that further reflection is needed on the 
issue of waste shipment inspections and con-
trols, and the other effects of such transport.

Directives on waste treatment 
operations 

Two main Directives comprise this second 
level of EU waste legislation, focusing on 
waste treatment operations: the Industrial 
Emissions Directive (Waste Incineration)10  
and the Landfill Directive11. 

The Industrial Emissions Di-
rective (Waste Incineration) aims to 
achieve a high level of environmental and 
health protection. To this end, it imposes 
obligations on industrial activities with a 
major pollution potential, through permits 
and specific discharge requirements. These 
measures are designed to avoid or minimise 
polluting emissions in the atmosphere the 
air, water and soil, as well as waste from in-
dustrial and agricultural installations.

 Various industrial sectors with a ma-
jor pollution potential are targeted: energy 
industries, metal industry, mineral indus-
try, chemical industry, waste management, 
rearing of animals, etc. Specific provisions 
are also included for specific facilities such 
as combustion plants and waste incineration 
or co-incineration plants, among others.

The Landfill Directive lays down 
strict requirements for landfills to prevent 
and minimise their negative effects on the 
environment (water, soil, air) and human 
health. It defines the different categories of 
waste (municipal waste, hazardous waste, 
non-hazardous waste and inert waste) and 
defines landfills as waste disposal sites for 
the deposit of waste onto or into land. Land-
fills are divided into three classes: landfills 
for hazardous waste, landfills for non-haz-
ardous waste and landfills for inert waste.

The Directive lays down a standard 
waste acceptance procedure so as to avoid 
risks. In particular, it states that waste must 
be treated before being landfilled. It also lists 
certain types of waste that may not be accept-
ed in a landfill (liquid waste, used tyres, etc.).

Finally, the Directive sets up a system 
of operating permits for landfill sites and 
states that the Member States must ensure 
that existing landfill sites do not continue to 

operate unless they comply with the provi-
sions of the Directive. 

Directives on waste streams

The Directives on waste streams deal with 
the management of specific waste catego-
ries. Their objective is to ensure the efficient 
and environmentally sound management 
of waste streams: sewage sludge; batteries 
and accumulators; packaging and packaging 
waste; PCBs and PCTs; end-of-life vehicles; 
hazardous substances (recast Directive); 
waste electrical and electronic equipment 
(recast Directive).

Sewage sludge: the Directive seeks to 
encourage the use of sewage sludge in agricul-
ture and to regulate its use in such a way as to 
prevent harmful effects on soil, vegetation, an-
imals and humans. To this end, it prohibits the 
use of untreated sludge on agricultural land 
unless it is injected or worked into the soil.

Batteries and accumulators: the 
Directive prohibits the placing on the market 
of most batteries and accumulators with a 
certain mercury or cadmium content. It es-
tablishes rules for their collection, recycling, 
treatment and disposal.

Packaging and packaging waste: 
the Directive focuses on preventing pack-
aging waste and promoting re-use, recovery 
and recycling of packaging waste, with a view 
to preventing or reducing its impact on the 
environment.

10. Directive 2010/75/EU 
of the European Parliament 
and of the Council of 
24 November 2010 
on industrial emissions 
(integrated pollution 
prevention and control), 
Official Journal of the 
European Union, L 334,  
17 December 2010.
11. Council Directive 
1999/31/EC of 26 April 
1999 on the landfill of 
waste, Official Journal of 
the European Communities, 
L 182, 16 July 1999.

7. See: http://ec.europa.
eu/trade/import-and-
export-rules/export-from-
eu/waste-shipment
8. Downloadable on 
http://www.basel.int
9. Contact Committee 
of the Supreme Audit 
Institutions of the EU 
(2013) Coordinated audit 
on the enforcement of the 
European Waste Shipment 
Regulation: joint report 
based on eight national 
audits, The Hague. www.
courtofaudit.nl/english.

Disposal of polychlorinated bi-
phenyls (PCBs) and polychlorinated 
terphenyls (PCTs): polychlorinated biphe-
nyls (PCBs) belong to a group of man-made 
chemicals known as persistent organic pol-
lutants (POPs). PCBs are classified as prob-
able human carcinogens and have numerous 
adverse effects in animals and humans. The 
Directive on the disposal of PCBs and PCTs 
lays down the requirements for environmen-
tally sound disposal of PCBs, including in-
ventories of equipment containing PCBs and 
plans for disposal.

Batteries, wet and dry, 
are the worst polluters 
because of the many 
heavy metals they 
contain. 
Image : © Justin Tallis/
reportdigital.co.uk
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End-of-life vehicles: the Directive 
aims to limit the production of waste arising 
from end-of-life vehicles, organise waste col-
lection and organise waste treatment. It also 
seeks to increase re-use, recycling and recov-
ery of end-of-life vehicles and their compo-
nents, and to facilitate dismantling through 
information on components and materials. 
It lays down numerous requirements for Eu-
ropean vehicle manufacturers, which should 
design vehicles that are easy to recycle.

Electrical and electronic equip-
ment: the Directive promotes the collection 
and recycling of electrical and electronic 
equipment. The recast of the Directive on 
waste electrical and electronic equipment 
(WEEE) lays down new collection targets (85% 
of WEEE generated, or 20 kg per capita from 
2019 onwards). It also gives Member States the 
ability to fight illegal export of waste, in par-
ticular illegal shipments of WEEE disguised as 
legal shipments of used equipment. Finally, the 
recast Directive harmonises national registra-
tion and reporting requirements.

Restriction of hazardous sub-
stances (RoHS 2): the Directive restricts 
the use of hazardous substances in electrical 
and electronic equipment. The recast Direc-
tive seeks to increase the amount of e-waste 
that is appropriately treated and to reduce 
the volume that goes to disposal.

Future of EU waste legislation  
and ‘Better regulation’ 

The European Union’s ‘Better Regulation’ 
agenda was launched by the Barroso Com-
mission in 2004. Its main aim is to reduce 
administrative costs for businesses by simpli-
fying the existing legislation. It moves away 

from the precautionary principle by extend-
ing the use of regulatory impact assessments 
and measuring administrative costs with a 
view to increasing competitiveness.

The ‘Better Regulation’ approach is being 
used for the critical assessment and scrutiny of 
many important pieces of sectoral legislation. 
In addition to health and safety legislation, it 
also covers the Strategy for Sustainable Devel-
opment and the environmental programmes, 
thereby simplifying environmental policy. 

In 2012, the Commission put SMEs at the 
core of the ‘Better Regulation’ agenda. Follow-
ing a consultation, they identified the 10 most 
burdensome laws, including the legislation on 
shipments of waste, the waste framework legis-
lation and the Waste Framework Directive. 

To respond to this need for simpler legis-
lation, the Commission is working on a review 
of waste policy. DG Environment has the task 
of improving implementation and cutting down 
on unnecessary reporting or other administra-
tive procedures in waste legislation. Support 
for actions such as ‘fitness checks’ of legislation 
will help to identify burdens, gaps and incon-
sistencies, and how a sector should be adapted.

In its 2013 roadmap entitled ‘Review of 
Waste Policy and Legislation’, the Commis-
sion states it will carry out a review of waste 
policy and legislation, and present the results 
in 2014. Three elements will be covered: a 
review of key targets in EU waste legislation 
(in line with the review clauses in the Waste 
Framework Directive, the Landfill Directive 
and the Packaging Directive); a ‘fitness check’ 
of five of the Directives dealing with separate 
waste streams; and an assessment of how 
best to tackle plastic waste, following on from 
the 2013 Green Paper on Plastic Waste.

The review will be based on the objec-
tives of the Resource Efficiency Roadmap, the 
need to ensure sustainable access to raw ma-
terials and the Thematic Strategy on the Pre-
vention and Recycling of Waste, which high-
lights the need to modernise, simplify and 
ensure the consistency of waste legislation.

Review of targets

A legal obligation to review a number of 
waste management targets is laid down in 
the Waste Framework Directive, the Landfill 
Directive and the Packaging and Packaging 
Waste Directive. 

The targets to be reviewed by 2014 are the 
following:

— the Waste Framework Directive lays down 
targets for the preparation for re-use and the 
recycling of waste materials from household 
and possibly from other origins, and targets 
on preparation for re-use, recycling and other 
material recovery, including backfilling oper-
ations, on non-hazardous construction and 
demolition waste to be achieved by 2020;

— the Landfill Directive lays down progres-
sive targets for the reduction of landfilling 
of biodegradable waste, the last target to be 
achieved in 2016;

— the Packaging and Packaging Waste Di-
rective lays down differentiated recycling 
and recovery targets for several categories of 
packaging waste.

The following targets are to be achieved by 
2020, although there are no penalties if they 
are not achieved.

Waste Framework Directive targets: 
— increase re-use and recycling of waste ma-
terials from households, e.g. at least paper, 
metal, plastic and glass, to 50%;

— increase re-use, recycle and other material 
recovery of non-hazardous construction and 
demolition waste to 70%.

Landfill Directive targets: 
— reduce the amount of biodegradable munic-
ipal waste going to landfills to 35%.

Packaging and Packaging Waste Directive:
— 60% as a minimum by weight of packag-
ing waste should be recovered or incinerat-
ed at waste incineration plants with energy 
recovery;

— 55% as a minimum and 80% as a maxi-
mum by weight of packaging waste should 
be recycled;

— The following minimum recycling targets 
for materials contained in packaging waste 
should be attained: 

— 60% by weight for glass; 
— 60% by weight for paper and board; 
— 50% by weight for metals; 
— 22.5% by weight for plastics, counting 
exclusively material recycled back into 
plastics; 

— 15% by weight for wood.

Large volumes of 
illegal waste are 
shipped out, much of 
which is hazardous.
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‘Fitness check’ of Directives on waste 
streams

The following five Directives will be covered 
by the ‘fitness check’: 

— Directive 86/278/EEC on the protection of 
the environment, and in particular of the soil, 
when sewage sludge is used in agriculture;

— Directive 94/62/EC on packaging and pack-
aging waste;

— Directive 96/59/EC on the disposal of poly-
chlorinated biphenyls and polychlorinated 
terphenyls (PCB/PCT);

— Directive 2000/53/EC on end-of life vehicles;
— Directive 2006/66/EC on batteries and ac-
cumulators and waste batteries and accumu-
lators.

Green Paper on Plastic Waste

In March 2013, the European Commission 
launched a broad public consultation on how 
best to tackle plastic waste in the context of 
the current waste policy framework. The fi-
nal report was published in November 2013 
and identifies several important topics for the 
respondents: waste management, waste pre-
vention, legislation, market and market-based 
instruments, awareness-raising and commu-
nication12.

The EU’s legislative framework for 
waste is complex and will continue to be so, 
despite or because of the upcoming fitness 
checks and overall review of the legislation. 
In addition to its complexity, the main issue 
is the way in which the Member States im-
plement the legislation or fail to implement 
it. Added to this are the numerous illegal 
waste activities that affect all EU citizens and 
the long-term investment that is required in 
waste management and infrastructure.

Three challenges require investment and 
stricter rules in the EU and its Member States.

Illegal waste is increasing in the EU. 
Large volumes of illegal waste are shipped 
out, much of which is hazardous. These ille-
gal shipments are a crime and disrupt proper 
waste treatment. Inspection authorities report 
a lack of information and an inability to gath-
er and track information. The Member States 
need to ensure that are meeting their commit-
ments under the corresponding EU Directives, 
including verification of the purpose of the 
shipment and the safety requirements13.
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12. European Commission 
(2013) Analysis of the 
public consultation on the 
Green Paper “European 
Strategy on Plastic Waste 
in the Environment”: final 
report. http://ec.europa.
eu/environment/waste/
studies/pdf/green_paper_
plastic.pdf
13. Court of Justice of 
the European Union 
(2002) Judgment of the 
Court (Fifth Chamber) 
of 27 February 2002. 
Abfall Service AG (ASA) 
v Bundesminister für 
Umwelt, Jugend und 
Familie. Reference for 
a preliminary ruling: 
Verwaltungsgerichtshof - 
Austria. Case C-6/00.
14. EEA (2012) Movements 
of waste across the EU’s 
internal and external 
borders, Report 7/2012, 
Copenhagen, European 
Environment Agency.
15. EEA (2009) Waste 
without borders in the EU? 
Transboundary shipments 
of waste, Report 1/2009, 
Copenhagen, European 
Environment Agency. 

How to tackle plastic 
bags?
The negotiations on the ban on plastic 
bags in the EU have been controversial. The 
Commission estimates that every EU citizen 
uses around 200 plastic bags every year. Last 
November, a legislative proposal to reduce 
plastic waste was blocked by the Commis-
sion’s Secretary-General, Catherine Day, who 
prevented it from going to an inter-service 
consultation. Instead, Environment Commis-
sioner Janez Potocnik suggested a ban on or 
reduction in the number of plastic bags through 
the introduction of a charge. A political agree-
ment between ministers is expected by June 
2014, under the Greek Presidency. This ‘weak’ 
measure was criticised by Margrete Auken MEP 
(Group of the Greens/European Free Alliance), 
who highlighted the Commission’s failure to set 
clear targets for reducing lightweight plastic 
bags and leaving it up to Member States to 
decide how and to what extent to reduce the 
number of plastic bags.

The second aspect relates to the inciner-
ator plants in Europe and the waste they pro-
duce. Incinerators do not make waste disap-
pear; they transform it into ash, gases, heavy 
metals and toxic compounds that can be haz-
ardous to human health and the environment. 
Action must be taken to divert waste from in-
cinerators and promote recycling instead.

The EU exports large volumes of waste 
to emerging or developing countries. Be-
tween 250 000 tonnes and 1.3 million tonnes 
of used electrical products, including com-
puters, televisions and refrigerators, which 
contain hazardous substances, are shipped 
out of the EU to West Africa and Asia every 
year14. Household rubbish is even shipped 
to Latin America, labelled as clean plastic 
for recycling. There are also numerous ship-
ments of waste between countries in Europe, 
including illegal shipments15.

The European Union therefore has an 
important role to play in supporting other 
countries, including West African states, to 
develop environmentally and socially sound 
recycling systems.•
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“The bottom line is that sorting’s 
done by people”
Belgium has had household paper and recyclable packaging waste collections for 
years. The collected refuse was long almost entirely hand-sorted. Sorting centres 
have recently invested in machinery to automate some operations. Modernisation 
does not automatically make the job any less gruelling.
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The industry is getting 
automated to help meet 
government recycling 
targets. 
Image: © Martine Zunini  
(p. 32, 33, 34)
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An overpowering acrid stench fills the nostrils 
of the few pedestrians who venture into this in-
hospitable part of the Brussels south borough 
of Forest. It comes from the huge "manure 
heap" formed by the hundreds of thousands 
of bags of garden waste collected from the Eu-
ropean capital’s residents. The smell makes 
you not want to linger outside the gates of the 
metropolitan area’s only composting centre 
in a motorway no man’s land. Ever since the 
19th century, noxious human activities have 
been shunted out to the edge of towns. Slaugh-
terhouses, for example. Waste and recycling – 
very much a growth industry – is no exception 
to the rule that jobs – and those that do them 

– that offend people’s sensibilities get relegated 
to the outskirts.

A few hundred metres further on, in a 
shed the size of two football pitches occupied by 
Recyclis, a hundred RCVs (refuse collection ve-
hicles) a day roll in to dump their valuable pay-
load. Don’t call it rubbish! The tonnes of paper, 
cardboard and PMC (Plastic, Metal packaging 
and drinks Cartons) collected door-to-door for 
twenty-odd years in Belgium, would once have 
gone for incineration or to landfill but are now a 
valuable resource for creating a new raw mate-
rial. But before the soft drink and water bottles 
are turned into plastic "chaff" used to manufac-
ture duvets and polar fleece clothing, they have 
to be sorted. That is where Recyclis – a private 
company whose sole shareholder is the Brus-
sels-Capital Region (population around 1.2 mil-
lion) – comes in.

Sheep’s head

A six-strong crew working with machine-like 
precision pull rejects from the endless convey-
or which shoots through freesheets and other 
discarded paper items – a 1980s atlas, some 
black and white family photos unearthed from 
an attic – at high speed. Less emotive but 
more colourful, thousands of plastic bottles 
bob along a second conveyor where a second 
crew of six workers has been at it since half 
past six this morning. On one side of the vast 
shed, a yellow line – for paper – on the oth-
er side, a blue line – for PMCs. The afternoon 
shifts will take over at three o’clock, and work 
through till 11.00 at night.

Screwdrivers are removed and put aside. 
There’s nothing you won’t find in the collection 
bags. "Some people just dump stuff they want 
to get rid of cheaply into the bags: bottles of 
toxic chemicals like white spirit; even dead an-
imals or sheep’s heads", fumes Dicko Boubou, 
a Recyclis health and safety committee (HSC) 
rep. Even firearms have apparently been found 
in the blue bags.

Despite public education campaigns in 
selective sorting, some people still seem un-
aware that their waste is processed by hand. 
There’s a risk of workers cutting their hands, 
and some have had to have hospital treatment 
for needlestick injuries from hypodermics 
hidden among the plastic bottles. Pre-sorting 
is the highest-risk operation, when the plastic 
bags are ripped open to discard rejects, espe-
cially those that might jam the machines.

Thirty years ago the company still had 300 
employees. Now, there are just 62, including 
11 on long-term sick leave. The firm’s problems 
are obviously not making for harmonious 
labour relations. In a sluggish economy, the 
employer seems to favour pitting workers 
against each other. “Every truck is weighed, 
so the boss knows what quantities of clothes 
each of us processes every day. He keeps a 
list, with the names of the least productive 
workers circled on it”, says one of Godelieve’s 
workmates.

Since the early 2000s, the firm has been main-
ly hiring foreign workers, chiefly Bulgarians 
living in Brussels or Ghent, even though the 
plant is located in the small industrial town of 
Opwijk. The workers speak no Dutch, are most-
ly younger and take no interest in trade union 
activities. “Many came in as self-employed, 
but were eventually taken on as employees 
because management got scared of what the 
unions might do”, says Bart Deceukelier from 
the Christian trade union ACV-CSC Metea 
which looks after metal and textile workers’ 
interests.

Managing by creating 
inter-worker rivalries
“The boss pressures us to work at a crazy pace”, 
says Godelieve. For 33 years she has worked 
for Vanbreuze, a family textile firm established 
in 1878. Her days are spent sorting clothing – 
several tonnes of it. It’s physically exhausting 
work from standing all day long, repetitive 
movements, permanent exposure to dust from 
the old clothes, huge temperature differences 
because the shed which is their workplace is 
run-down and poorly insulated, etc.

It is also mentally demanding work. The clothes 
shoot by on a conveyor and the workers have to 
pick out at a glance the characteristics and qual-
ity of the cloth, and sort them by type of mate-
rial, size, colour, etc. Once sorted, the clothes 
will be sold on through second hand shops, 
exported – mainly to Africa – or turned into rags 
for industry. These gruelling working conditions 
have been made worse in recent years by a work 
atmosphere that is – literally and figuratively – 
unbearable.

"Some people just 
dump stuff they want 
to get rid of cheaply 
into the bags." 

Bottle labels peel off 
and get everywhere.  
It’s a nightmare for 
service engineers.
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Two new sorting lines were put in in 
April 2012 which can automatically remove 
some items with a magnet and an optical de-
tection system. Previously, all the contents of 
emptied bags had to be sorted by hand.

While these machines are bringing the 
sorting industry into "Modern Times" and 
making some aspects of the job a less thank-
less task, the work pace is now set by the con-
veyor, just like the Chaplin film. "There were 
twelve of us on the old line, now there are just 
six; work rates have speeded up", says Philippe 

Lowest bidder wins – 
at what price?
Household waste policy is a regional authority 
responsibility in Belgium, but organizing its 
collection and management has been delegated 
to local authorities. Refuse collection has long 
been done by local council workers, but councils 
are increasingly putting the job out to tender 
from private companies.

And there’s the rub, because local council con-
tracts are generally let out to the lowest bidder 
irrespective of its workers’ pay and employment 
conditions. In the Liège region (eastern Bel-
gium), a non-profit association, Terre, recently 
bagged the recyclables collection contract from 
under the nose of two European waste industry 
giants, Britain’s Shanks and France’s Sita.

“Public services are not setting a good example. 
They should be using responsible businesses”, 
protests CSC union regional official Marc 
Delvenne. He is at a loss to understand the de-
cision because Terre has a very singular view of 
worker representation. “In the 2012 workplace 
elections, the prospective candidates ended up 
not standing after pressure from the employer.” 
An employer more than ready to play up to the 
press his in-house “alternative” model of direct 
democracy. A question that might be asked is 
whether the association’s workers are free to 
speak their mind.

The point is that Terre’s 300-odd workers are 
a particularly vulnerable group which includes 
ex-offenders and people with mild disabilities. 
The association comes under a “catch-all” collec-
tive agreement that lets it pay workers 9 euros 
an hour compared to 13 euros for workers in 
“conventional” companies in the sector who 
are covered by a more favourable collective 
agreement. Adding insult to injury, Terre 
supports social economy projects in Third World 
countries and claims ... to be combating poverty 
in both North and South.

Boon, also an HSC rep. And the workforce has 
shrunk from 80 to 58 employees.

And then there’s the dust – everywhere. 
A thick carpet of the stuff coating the endless 
pipework of the two lines and literally getting 
into your throat. "The new paper line pumps 
out the dust", complains Philippe Boon. "It’s 
fitted with extractors, but how can you avoid 
dust with the huge quantities of materials pro-
cessed? And the extractors make a real racket."

Since the new lines started up, the 
workers have been having hearing problems. 

"We’re all going deaf", warns HSC rep Grego-
ry De Bool. It’s a worrying development – the 
new lines have only been in service less than 
two years. "The occupational doctor had a lab-
oratory do measurements which found very 
high noise levels", reports Spero Houmey, the 
FGTB (central federation for manual workers) 
official for the waste sector.

Management knows there is a problem 
and is willing to find a solution to minimise 
the causes of harm, but singles out the ma-
chine manufacturer. "The machine is still un-
der warranty. We’ll see with the manufacturer 
if the noise can be cut down. Each machine on 
its own meets the standards for noise, but the 
problem is when they’re all going at once. The 
building being all sheet metal and right by the 
motorways don’t help matters. But workers 
also have to wear their earplugs", said Philip 
Robinet, chief operating officer since 2012. As 
for the dust, Mr Robinet says that the workers 
have been provided with masks and recent 
measurements by a laboratory have shown 
that the dust standards were being met.

Health records

Outside the shed, forklift drivers are loading 
bales of compressed PMC onto a trailer. A 
PMC bale weighs about 300 kg; a bale of paper/
cardboard up to 800 kg. So safety awareness 

is key. Happily, serious work accidents are rare, 
claims the chief operating officer, backed up 
by the shop stewards’ committee. This is why 
the workers’ representatives on the HSC have 
decided to focus their efforts on work-related 
diseases. Besides the noise and dust problems 
already mentioned, the Recyclis workers also 
suffer from musculoskeletal disorders – as do 
nearly a third of all European workers. The 
forklift drivers get back, shoulder and neck 
pains, while sorters suffer from tendinitis, 
back and leg pains – obviously, for they are on 
their feet all day.

Assisted by the occupational doctor, the 
shop stewards’ committee plans to create a 
record for each worker containing full infor-
mation on any work-related health problems 
and their development throughout working 
life. The record would be made available to the 
family doctor who would be the only one apart 
from the occupational doctor and worker to 
have access to it. Occupational health usually 
tends to be a no-go area for general practice; it 
is also true that few GPs concern themselves 
with it and think about their patients’ working 
conditions, so the FGTB decided to support 
the unique approach of the Recyclis trade un-
ionists.

At this juncture, the concern is less how 
management will receive the initiative – "it’s 
a firm you can talk to", acknowledge the un-
ion reps – than the decisions taken at a higher 
level.

"The regional authorities have decided to 
reorganize recyclable waste collection through 
a system of communal wheelie bins with-
out consulting the workers who process that 
waste", laments Spero Houmey. The union 
official fears that the quality of waste collect-
ed will go down. "The authorities play up the 
sector’s economic vigour, but are completely 
disregarding health issues, and forgetting that 
the bottom line is that sorting’s done by peo-
ple", fumes the union official.•

Gloves give vital 
protection against cut 
and puncture wounds 
during manual sorting.
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Could you briefly remind us how the CGT 
came to expose this state of affairs?

Laurent Indrusiak – It came to light when a 
GP noticed that a number of his patients were 
complaining of unusual fatigue, nosebleeds, 
digestive disorders, etc. Blood tests showed 
up blood lead levels between 260 and 350 
micrograms per litre of blood, which is well 
above normal1. The doctor then realized that his 
patients all worked for the same company, Envi-
ronnement Recycling. So he contacted the CGT. 
We had analyses done of dust samples provided 
to us by workers in the CRT crushing shop, 
which were found to contain toxic compounds. 
We notified the employer, workplace health 
service and health and safety inspectorate. As 
company management weren’t interested and 
the authorities responsible for monitoring and 
protecting workers’ health were doing nothing, 
the CGT went to the press.

Why would the workplace health service and 
HSW inspectorate do nothing about it?

L.I. – As the investigation went forward, it 
turned out that the occupational doctor had 
in fact taken action on the blood test results. 
We found out that he had actually challenged 
in writing the contents of a health and safety 
committee (HSC) report saying there were no 
health problems among the company’s workers, 
even though two employees whose blood tests 
showed blood lead levels of 600 micrograms 
had been moved to other work. But apparently 
company management just shrugged it off. 
They seem to think that because their business 
creates jobs in an area in economic decline 
they can do what they want, especially with the 
considerable political backing they get from 
the mayor and other département and regional 
government politicians. This is a company often 
held up as a model for our region’s develop-
ment.

How could the HSC take that line when 
workers’ reps are meant to be on it?

L.I. – In fact, the workers’ reps on the HSC are 
not union members. They were appointed by 
the works council from management nominees. 
When we met them, it soon became clear that 
they were not very well up on employment law 
and were clearly not immune to pressure from 
company management.

Is it to do with the kind of workers employed 
in this industry?

L.I. – There is a clear connection, it’s true. The 
company employs about 180 workers, all of 
them under employment opportunity scheme 

contracts which can be renewed three times for 
a total of 18 months maximum. We’ve found 
that not many workers get their contract ex-
tended after this period. Many of them have had 
fairly chequered lives. Some have had alcohol or 
drug abuse issues, and sometimes been in trou-
ble with the law. The plant also has a sheltered 
workshop that employs people with disabilities. 
So you can see that the company’s workers are 
extremely vulnerable, either because of their em-
ployment contract or their past lives. They often 
get told: “Environnement Recycling is the last 
chance saloon for you!”

How is your organization planning to improve 
health and safety at work for these workers?

L.I. – After the CGT’s information campaign and 
media reports, the company finally decided to 
fit a suction and exhaust system last November. 
It’s too soon as yet to tell how effective it 
is. Even though they no longer work for the 
company, we are still looking after the interests 
of the workers who first complained about their 
working conditions and their health impact. 
Of the 23 employees whose cases we were 
progressing, eight have stayed in touch with us. 
Six months – in some cases up to a year – after 
leaving the company their blood lead levels have 
obviously gone down, but the symptoms are still 
there. The body doesn‘t naturally eliminate lead 
and heavy metals in general — they get stored 
in our organs. The workers are worried that their 
health will get much worse in the years to come. 
With help from the Henri Pézerat Foundation2 
we are compiling case files that should end 
up in court cases. A complaint will be filed to 
get recognition and compensation for “injury 
through anxiety”3. A criminal complaint is also 
likely to be laid for “reckless endangerment of 
life” because the employer knew that there was 
exposure to toxic dust and wilfully exposed its 
employees to that risk.

Heavy metals 
and vulnerability, 
a toxic cocktail for 
electronics recycling 
workers

In early 2013, the French media reported 
on health problems among workers at the 
computer monitor and television recla-
mation plant Environnement Recycling in 
Allier (Auvergne). The workers who were 
exposed to toxic dust released during CRT 
crushing operations were experiencing a 
range of ailments. Analyses of dust samples 
commissioned by the CGT trade union con-
federation showed it to contain no less than 
28 toxic compounds including lead, silicon, 
barium and antimony. A year on from the 
revelations, HesaMag asked CGT officer 
for the department, Laurent Indrusiak, to 
update us on developments.

Interview by Denis Grégoire, 
10 February 2014

1. The French Labour Code requires strict medical 
supervision for employees from 200 micrograms.
2. A French toxicologist who warned of the dangers 
of asbestos in the 1970s. The Foundation named after 
him continues his fight against chemical hazards in the 
workplace, in particular by providing scientific support to 
workers trying to get recognition of their health damage.
3. Recognized by the French Supreme Court of Appeal 
in 2010, “injury through anxiety” comprises the mental 
distress suffered by employees exposed to a carcinogen 
from the simple fact of knowing they are likely to develop 
a disease even though it has not yet manifested.
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OSH in the green economy – a victim 
or an integrated aim?
We are in the process of transforming production and consumption in the 
direction of more environmentally adapted products and processes. How good are 
we at applying a holistic perspective and including a healthy and safe working 
environment as an integrated aim of the sustainable and green businesses and 
workplaces?
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Toxic resins are 
used in wind turbine 
manufacture and repair. 
Image : © Belga/AFP
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The aim to reduce environmental load 
through, for example, resource efficiency, 
energy efficiency and detoxification of mate-
rials and processes has led to many changes 
such as new products and processes, new 
chemicals and raw materials including the 
increased use of renewable resources, new 
methods for reducing waste and for han-
dling, reusing and recycling waste, new 
methods that reduce energy consumption 
and new methods, including biofuels, for en-
ergy production.

All these changes affect work life and 
working environments. New professions 
arise, e.g. in building and maintaining wind-
mills for energy production, or sorting waste 
to make it possible to recycle it in the form 
of as-pure-as-possible materials, or growing 
energy forests for biofuel production.

Risks arising from the green 
economy

There are several examples of changes intro-
duced out of an urge to reduce the environ-
mental load and develop environmentally 
friendly processes that have resulted in new 
and sometimes severe occupational health 
or safety problems.

Reuse of waste such as electronic 
products is a very complex process. To be 
able to recycle material, the material has 
to be as pure as possible, and this some-
times demands manual dismantling which 
may lead to the creation of workplaces with 
poor ergonomics. Additionally, the expo-
sure to flame-retardants emitted during 

dismantling and the risks associated with 
exposure to these substances has been dis-
cussed.

The introduction of windmills has 
introduced new and risky workplaces and 
operations, e.g. in the maintenance of wind-
mills but also in their production for which 
hazardous chemicals are used. Maintenance 
on windmills includes entering the windmill 
and, as the construction is usually very high, 
it is often difficult to access the top of the 
windmill. Access to the exterior top of the 
windmill is also a risky operation.

In the process of phasing out trichloro-
ethylene as a degreasing agent, new chemi-
cals were introduced. Some of these had un-
foreseen properties that caused new health 
risks such as limonene (a terpene present in 
e.g. citrus peel) which is oxidized in contact 
with air and forms sensitizing substances 
or glycol ethers of a type which has been 
shown to be reprotoxic. In Sweden these 
new degreasing agents were introduced as 
the environmentally friendly solution to 
the degreasing problem, but were promptly 
phased out once these problems had become 
apparent (see box, p. 39).

Another example is the replacement of 
the amalgam (which contains mercury) used 
for dental fillings by acrylates. After the intro-
duction of acrylates, allergies increased among 
dentists and dental nurses due to skin contact 
with these products. In Sweden allergies are 
now decreasing, as the problem has been rec-
ognized, the handling of the acrylates has im-
proved, and skin contact has been reduced.

There are several other examples 
of substitutions and introduction of new 

chemicals and materials that have led to an 
increase in allergies, due to the new materi-
als. Such examples include, for example, an 
increased use of biocides when solvent-based 
paints are substituted for water-based ones. 
Another example is the new preference for 
environmentally friendly natural materials 
on which mould and bacteria may grow and 
spread dust that causes allergic alveolitis. 
The use of biofuels for energy production 
has also led to higher exposures to microor-
ganisms, e.g. in the handling of wood chips, 
peat and household waste for incineration 
and energy production. Microorganisms can 
cause respiratory symptoms and illness, e.g 
ODTS (organic dust toxic syndrome), which 
causes flu-like symptoms, and allergic alveo-
litis which is is an inflammation of the alveo-
li within the lungs caused by hypersensitivi-
ty to inhaled organic dusts.

From an environmental point of view, 
allergies are not always recognized as a 
problem, which is why, from an occupation-
al health and safety point of view, there is a 
need to pay special attention to sensitizing 
properties of new substances and materials.

Recycling – the lessons to be learned

At the end of the 1980s a great deal of effort 
was put into reducing and recycling waste. 
The aim was to reduce the environmental 
impact of waste but also to reduce consump-
tion of resources by recycling material. One 
of the first plants for the sorting of waste in 
Europe was built in Denmark. The plant em-
ployed 20 workers, 15 of whom were exposed 
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The above examples illustrate prob-
lems that may arise with the green economy. 
Of course, the changes implemented to re-
duce the environmental load do not always 
cause problems. There is no automatic con-
nection between the purpose of the change 
and its outcome in terms of occupational 
health, safety, quality or costs. For example, 
the phasing out of both cadmium and lead 
is in general advantageous for the working 
environment. Even if there are advantages, 
there may also be drawbacks, which is why 
it is important to consider whether there are 
any other effects that may occur and that 
have to be attended to in order to prevent, 
for example, work-related accidents, diseas-
es and symptoms when substances and ma-
terials are phased out.

How can drawbacks associated with 
green changes be prevented?

As we all know, risks can be prevented more 
effectively and at a lower cost if they are 
identified at an early stage and if there is a 
thorough understanding of risks as well as 
knowledge of the requisite control measures. 

One challenge stemming from chang-
es towards a green economy is that many of 
the changes are based on new technologies 
and materials. Some of the risks associated 
with the changes may be well-known but 
new risks may also arise that are completely 
unknown or that are difficult to assess. Such 
risks may become apparent, what is more, 
only when the new technology has already 
been put into operation.

From the evaluation of the impact on 
occupational health and safety of changes 
to reduce environmental load that we have 
conducted at IVL Swedish Environmental 
Research Institute, we can draw conclusions 
about what could have prevented the risks 
that have emerged. 

It is important to include occupational 
health and safety experts, for example from 
occupational health services, early in the 
planning stages of new production processes 
and materials.

to dust from the sorting of waste. Nine em-
ployees developed symptoms such as upper 
airway infections or bronchitis and ODTS 
was suspected in the case of three employees. 
53% of the workers developed lung disease 
during the first eight months of production. 
Inside the plant, which was enclosed and 
without effective ventilation, the concentra-
tions of dust, endotoxins, bacteria and fungi 
were measured and found to be high. These 
findings led to several steps being taken to 
improve ventilation and reduce exposure. 
Though the measures were to some extent 
successful, the concentration of mould was 
still too high and eventually the plant was 
closed down.

In this example, the risks associated 
with the handling of organic waste – which 
may be dry or wet – were not identified and 
handled effectively enough. This kind of 
waste is an excellent breeding ground for 
bacteria and mould. In the handling of the 
waste, aerosols containing microorganisms 
are emitted. If the aerosols spread to the 
breathing zone of the workers, they will be 
exposed to microorganisms that may cause 
different kinds of lung symptoms and dis-
eases.

It is interesting to reflect on what could 
have prevented the outbreak of these lung 
diseases. Preventive action is based on thor-
ough knowledge of risks and potential con-
trol measures and their effect. In the case of 
the recycling plant, this would include the 
following: knowledge of the microbiological 
risks that may occur from handling organ-
ic waste and using that knowledge in the 
planning of the plant and risk assessment 
of the new jobs; knowledge of methods that 
effectively reduce the emission and spread-
ing of microorganisms to the working envi-
ronment. Knowledge alone is not, however, 
enough. The knowledge has to be applied 
in the planning and design of the plant and 
the work processes. Additionally, there is a 
need for maintenance of the plant including 
the control measures that prevent the spread 
of aerosols from the waste, in order to keep 
exposure to microorganisms at or below ac-
ceptable levels.

Appointing experts is not, however, 
enough. It is also important to ensure that 
the occupational health and safety expert 
has a thorough knowledge of similar prod-
ucts, processes, materials, etc. Lack of un-
derstanding of the content of the change 
will increase the risk of not identifying oc-
cupational health and safety risks. Even if 
the products, etc. are new, there is proba-
bly some relevant knowledge to be derived 
from experience in workplaces using similar 
products and processes.

In the evaluation of changes, it is im-
portant to adopt a holistic and systemic 
perspective on the change. It is necessary 
to consider the working environment as a 
whole, including risks of accidents, ergo-
nomics, chemical health hazards, the psy-
chosocial working environment, etc. It is 
likewise important to consider the entire 
production system, as changes in one part 
of the system may well affect other parts. 
Yet even with an ambitious planning of the 
change, it is impossible to foresee all risks. 
For this reason it is important to carry out 
follow-up monitoring of the change, in order 
to identify any new and emerging problems.

This way of dealing with change may 
seem simple and self-evident. The fact is, 
however, that the requisite steps and pre-
cautions are seldom applied and when this 
is the case the application is frequently only 
partial. 

What is special about changes 
towards a green economy?

All changes are liable to create drawbacks as 
well as bonus-effects. This is the case with 
changes towards a green economy and their 
effects on occupational health and safety as 
well as with many other changes that take 
place at workplaces.

Whenever a change takes place, it is 
important to be aware of how it affects the 
workplace and of its potential side-effects 
alongside the intended and expected benefits.

From an occupational health and 
safety point of view, there is considerable 
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operator used limonene in degreasing baths 
and handled the products to be degreased 
without gloves, dipping his hands in the bath. 
At another plant, limonene was sprayed on to 
the products, without proper ventilation. In 
parallel with our study, another research group 
discovered that limonene in contact with air, 
e.g. in a degreasing bath, was oxidised to 
a substance with allergenic properties. We 
concluded that using limonene as a degreasing 
agent was risky, due to skin exposure and ex-
posure to aerosols, so that, if use of limonene 
was to be continued, precautionary steps were 
needed. After presentation of these studies, 
it became apparent that limonene was in fact 
not a good substitute for trichloroethylene, 
and since then I have not seen it used for 
degreasing.

The limonene story
Limonene was first introduced as a new natural 
degreasing agent that could be used to replace 
trichloroethylene. In one of the Swedish pop-
ular occupational health journals it was even 
presented as “citrus lemonade”. As often is the 
case with natural products, it was believed to be 
safe and healthy – almost to the point of being 
drinkable, hence the comparison with lemonade! 
The truth is that limonene is a terpene, an 
organic solvent, with a Swedish threshold limit 
value of 150 mg/m3. At my research institute, 
IVL, we had a project in which we evaluated new 
degreasing agents from an occupational health 
perspective. In this context, we visited a few 
plants that had recently started using limonene 
for degreasing. At one of these plants, the 
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either a positive or a negative impact on the 
working environment, it is important to de-
velop strategies to deal with the varying ef-
fects on OSH deriving from the green econ-
omy. In developing such strategies, we will 
encounter several challenges.

For decades it has been pointed out 
that it is important to include OHS experts, 
for example from occupational health ser-
vices, in the early stages of planning and de-
velopment. This is a practice that still does 
not work very well and to make it do so is a 
real challenge, not only for green products, 
but in relation to change of all kinds.

Another challenge is related to the 
small businesses that play such an impor-
tant role in the development of green prod-
ucts. How can we ensure that they will iden-
tify potential OSH problems associated with 
the new green products and processes and 
take steps to deal with the risks in question?

One challenge is that, insofar as new 
materials may be related to emerging risks 
of allergies, all allergy-related risks need to 
be taken seriously, for this is a form of risk 
that, from an environmental perspective, is 
not always considered important.•

interest in the change towards the green 
economy. Is this interest unnecessary and 
uncalled for? I would say that it is impor-
tant to keep track of developments towards 
a green economy and to evaluate the effects 
on the working environment with a view to 
preventing drawbacks. Sustainability is a 
strong driving force for development and 
innovation. The focus on the green economy 
will capture many of the on-going changes at 
workplaces. There are, however, many other 
kinds of change that it is important to moni-
tor and evaluate.

One factor that makes the change to-
wards a green economy especially interest-
ing is that the new materials, technologies, 
etc. often include some kind of innovation. 
Innovation is especially interesting, as it will, 
by its very nature, include some unknowns. 
And unknowns may entail risks that it is dif-
ficult or even impossible to foresee.

Another fact that characterises many 
of the sustainability-oriented innovations 
is that they are often developed in small 
businesses. From a working environment 
perspective, this means an aggravation of 
circumstances, as small firms seldom have 
expertise of their own about occupational 
health and safety and rarely engage experts 
to support them with risk assessment, etc. if 
there are no obvious and recognized risks 
that have to be dealt with. The importance of 
small businesses in the context of the green 
economy is an aspect that should, from an 
occupational health and safety perspective, 
be attended to and discussed.

It is also important to be aware of the 
need for a broad perspective on changes and 
to ensure that the change towards sustaina-
bility will include social aspects as well as a 
healthy and safe working environment.

A bonus-effect of this focus on evaluat-
ing the effects of the change towards a green 
economy could well be a greater awareness 
that it is important to evaluate all changes 
from a working environment perspective, 
regardless of the causes and purposes of the 
change.

As it is not possible to state that all 
changes towards a green economy have 

Further reading
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occupational health and environmental impact of 
d-limonene as a degreasing agent)
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Olivier Ervyn

Photo report
“Bwala Five Five” – 
scavenging to survive
Olivier Ervyn is a Belgian documentary photographer who has 
dedicated his latest work to West Africa. The photos of the “Bwala 
Five Five” tip are part of a larger project focused on people at work 
and the risks they will take to scrape a meagre living. At the same 
time, he is preparing one project on African churches in Europe and 
another on the new forms of poverty in developed economies.
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In 2012, 49 million tonnes of electrical and 
electronic waste were dumped around the 
world – about 20 kg for each person on the 
planet. These figures come from a report by 
the "Solving the e-waste problem" consorti-
um of manufacturers, NGOs and UN agen-
cies. The same study predicts that by 2017, 
e-waste will increase by one-third. It would 
be naive to think that these tens of millions of 
PCs, tablets and smartphones will be recycled 
in the countries where they were bought. The 
most worn-out will likely end up in landfill 
in Third World countries. Ghana has made 
a specialty of this kind of activity and has 
many other sites apart from Agbogbloshie, 
the rubbish tip made famous by the pictures 
of teenagers setting fire to it so as to recov-
er the metals from electronic goods. "Bwala 
Five Five" is the code name chosen by the fif-
teen-odd women and children who gather at 
dawn on at the municipal landfill in Koforidua, 
a city of 130 000 inhabitants, waiting for the 
first dustcarts to roll in, hoping they will dump 
enough hard plastic objects and cans to resell. 
Plastic fetches 0.20 euros per kg, base metal 
only 0.08 euros.•
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Learning from Ravenna
Angelo Ferracuti

Image: © Mario Dondero 
(p. 42, 44, 45)

Short story writer, novelist and 
playwright Angelo Ferracuti’s latest 
book deals with the “Ravenna tragedy”, 
a 1987 industrial accident in which 
13 shipyard workers died in this port 
city in north-eastern Italy. We asked 
him to talk about his unique approach 
to creating this memorial work and 
what the local community thought 
about his book, twenty-five years after 
the events.
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But my memories of it were quite super-
ficial; apart from its ancient history, I knew 
nothing about the place. I didn’t know, for ex-
ample, and was amazed to learn that Raven-
na is Italy’s second biggest city after Rome in 
terms of geographical size, spreading over 653 
sq km. It is a maritime city, and yet the sea is 
out of sight; it’s one of Italy’s biggest ports, a 
main port of call on the Adriatic, but mainly 
a "land" city, i.e., agricultural. The centre lies 
8 km from the Adriatic, which is the length 
of the Candiano canal which connects city to 
sea. So, the first thing that struck me was this 
very clear separation between town and docks, 
land and sea, between the ideal city and the 
real town – shrouded and sullied by work.

Back to Ravenna

I went back to Ravenna in 2007 to report on 
the shipyard tragedy that twenty years ear-
lier on 13 March 1987 had claimed the lives 
of thirteen workers trapped in the holds of 
the Elisabetta Montanari LPG (liquid pe-
troleum gas) carrier. They were employed to 
clean out the holds in the worst of conditions, 
crawling like rats, often in the dark. They lost 
their lives when a fire broke out on the fuel 
residue coated floor of the LPG tanks during 
a welding repair job causing toxic gases like 
carbon monoxide and hydrogen cyanide to 
form, but most of all because five contractors 
were working at the same time on the ship 
unbeknown to one another, and safety rules 
were breached to the point where there was 
not even a fire extinguisher which would have 
been enough to quench the flames.

My reporting career spans years. I go about it 
the only way you can for these first-hand per-
sonal stories from those involved, at least for 
someone like me. I put so much of myself in it, 
senses tingling and nerves alert, sometimes 
just wandering around with no specific aim 
trying to get a sense of the scene, what makes 
it tick, becoming part of the action. More 
than with fiction, this method of writing sto-
ries from real life calls for a radical change 
not only in narrative subject matter, the form 
that you choose each time, but also the writ-
er’s own deep feelings and beliefs.

The places where some stories have 
happened themselves already form a kind of 
narrative, an explanation; they fuel questions 
and contradictions, especially because of 
their greater complexity in terms of relations 
that have developed over centuries in culture, 
in all the laid-down layers of humankind past 
and present which makes us all what we are.

Cities big and small, towns, mountain 
villages, seaside resorts, all these things that 
conjure up a geographical place are crucial to 
the story we have to tell, they are the binder 
of the narrative, but also the setting in which 
it is contained, the scene of the action, where 
past and present come together and the fu-
ture can be glimpsed.

In short, Ravenna was a real eye-open-
er for me. I had only visited it once on hol-
iday with my family to see the mosaics, the 
mausoleum of Galla Placidia, the Basilica of 
San Vitale and Dante’s tomb. Guidebook in 
hand, we wandered the maze of streets in the 
historic centre, then off to visit the mausole-
um of Emperor Theodoric and the Basilica of 
Sant’Apollinare in Classe.

These workers died because of negli-
gence by the contractor and owner of Mec-
navi, Enzo Arienti, because of the unscrupu-
lous use of subcontracting, the gangmaster 
system, and illegal working (ten of the elev-
en workers were undeclared labour, only 
one was officially employed by the company 
managing the work), and a brutal capitalist 
mentality that puts profit before people’s 
lives: a mentality which was then prevalent 
and would later be dubbed neo-liberalism. 
For the Ravenna firm systematically used 
the gangmaster system that allowed it abdi-
cate all responsibility, and use cheap day la-
bour by outsourcing different jobs to outside 
contractors so as to cut costs and delivery 
times, having them work unbeknown to one 
another.

My article was published in the CGIL’s1 
Rassegna sindacale weekly which was bring-
ing out a special Labour Day issue for 1 May, 
as well as in Diario, a magazine I was doing 
some work with at the time, using pictures 
taken by Mario Dondero2, the legendary pho-
tographer I had worked with on several occa-
sions and who for me is "the master".

I think I only stayed there three days, 
working under time pressure like any jour-
nalist, trying to get my head around the 
basic essentials of this story from the past 
without managing to connect it to the pres-
ent. But I did have an opportunity to visit the 
dock where the tragedy happened so many 
years ago and talk to some of those involved, 
like Burbassi, the fireman in charge of op-
erations to recover the bodies; Sartoris, an 
engineer now and a young employee of Mec-
navi then; and the son of one of the dead 

1. CGIL (Confederazione 
Generale Italiana del 
Lavoro) is the biggest 
Italian trade union 
confederation with some 
5.7 million members.
2. Mario Dondero is 
considered the father of 
Italian photojournalism.
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workers, Massimo Padua, just a child when 
his father died. Thirteen workers died like 
rats, in the words of Cardinal Ersilio Tonini, 
injuring themselves in the desperate bid to 
escape, but knowing for five to ten minutes 

– an eternity in such conditions – that they 
were dying of asphyxiation.

Only connect

Unlike writers, journalists lack the leisure to 
be discursive – they have to cut straight to the 
facts, the news – that’s their job. But as writ-
ers and storytellers, we do a different, slower 
job – what Mario Dondero calls "connect-
ing" – going back to the scene time and again, 
trying to zero in on the subject of our story 
and keeping the flame that feeds the rage to 
write burning.

It happened later on that the publish-
er Einaudi asked me to write a book more 
or less based around the stories of the vari-
ous work-related deaths I had reported on 
over the years, mainly for il Manifesto3. First 
thoughts were that I might look at the Thys-
senKrupp case in which seven workers died 
in a fire on 6 December 20074.

Then I thought about the Ravenna trag-
edy, that I might be able to get a better han-
dle on for it happening in a typical provincial 
town in central Italy, not so different from 
Fermo where I live. That’s how I came to write 
Il costo della vita (The cost of life) and how I 
went back to Ravenna in spring 2012.

The biggest post-war industrial tragedy 
after the 1954 Ribolla brown coal mine disas-
ter in which 43 workers died happened where 
nobody expected it: not in a depressed area of 
Southern Italy, but in the "red" Romagna – a 
labour heartland where the Italian Commu-
nist Party was still a force – there, where wel-
fare, democracy and a social security system 
the envy of Europe had been created; a place 
where the CGIL left-wing trade union has 
close to 100 000 members. In short, some-
where workers’ oversight should see that 
the rules were followed. So I thought, if that 
could happen in Ravenna, it must be symp-
tomatic of something else going deeper than 
this unique and shocking story.

Only after a year’s work, numerous 
trips, getting accepted by a whole community, 

interviewing fire-fighters, doctors, ambu-
lance support workers, nurses, local news re-
porters, trade unionists, the relatives of vic-
tims and surviving workers did I reach the 
conclusion that what had happened in this 
port had sent a tremor through the world of 
work that might spell the end of the "social 
contract" which had been the foundation of 
our democracy ever since Jean-Jacques Rous-
seau. Two years earlier, the protest march by 
40 000 Fiat white-collar staff after the 35 day 

3. Historical Journal of the 
Italian left.
4. The trial in 2011 
convicted the CEO with a 
jail sentence of 16 years, 
later reduced by a third on 
appeal.
5. A paper mill founded in 
1905 which closed down in 
February 2013.
6. The Fincantieri group is 
Italy’s main shipbuilder. It 
has been restructuring in 
recent years.
7. Centre of the Sardinian 
mining industry. The coal 
mines closed down in the 
1970s.
8. llva, the largest 
steelworks in Europe, 
alone produces 9 of the 
28 million tonnes of steel 
produced each year in Italy.
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strike had ended in a dramatic defeat for the 
union. Shortly after, the fall of the Berlin Wall 
had led to the decline of socialism across the 
world, and with it many of the gains made by 
the 20th century labour movement.

Wastelands and tombs

I have now been on a seven-month book tour 
up and down Italy, and as often as not my 
talks to the public turn into a full-scale dis-
cussion meeting with speeches from work-
ers laid off by failing companies, others with 
serious illnesses. There is always one victim 
of workplace violence, a young casualised 
worker who has changed jobs 20 times in 
three years, on the dole, with a nervy rest-
lessness and gleaming eyes, whose body 
already betrays his hopelessness fuelled by 
loneliness and defeated by work.

In my travels around Italy, all I saw 
were wastelands, abandoned firms like Bur-
go5 in Mantua, occupied for a year, or Fincan-
tieri6 in Ancona, whose workers have gone 
through very hard times; I travelled through 
a Sardinia, battered by brutal industrializa-
tion; the 20th century graveyard of Carbon-
ia7, a symbol of death by decommissioning, 
to mention only a few of the many industrial 
sites that are derelict, in crisis, or dragging 
the community down.

It mirrors what has become of a Europe-
an country like Italy in an era of neo-liberalism, 
the tangible result of unbridled capitalism 
where the links between politics, business 
and organized crime are the norm. But it is 
also the product of uncontrolled relocations 
undertaken by the many "flies of capital", a 
capital which in the words of novelist Pao-
lo Volponi "went through one collapse and 
crisis after another because that’s how it is 

– greedy, gluttonous, with eyes much bigger 
than its belly so that afterwards it suffers 
and obviously always makes others pay for 
its ills".

My book is a narrative reportage, a so-
cial novel as it were: a work of investigation 
and writing that reconstructs through the 
tale it tells a story of the past that speaks 
to the present, especially at a time of deep 
crisis when a further rolling back of rights 
could push today’s world of work closer to 

the Chinese model, losing its last marks of 
civilization. But it does not set out to be a 
memorial as I first conceived it because I am 
reconnecting the history of yesterday to that 
of today: work accidents are still happening 
in the port of Ravenna notwithstanding the 
vow at the time that "never again" should it 
happen; people are still dying, and workers’ 
conditions have got worse, exploitation and 
illegal work have shot up.

In Ravenna as elsewhere, in the ship-
yards, on farms, not to mention building sites 
and factories, where dismantling often kills, 
as at ThyssenKrupp, Isochimica in Avellino 
where asbestos was being worked, or that 
sooty cathedral of Italian-style capitalism, 
the Ilva steelworks in Taranto8 which alone 
produces 97% of the country’s dioxin. This is 
the cost of capital, these are the workplace fa-
talities for which Italy can boast that it tops a 
macabre league, and it is not just a technical 
or cultural problem but a political one.

In times of crisis, many issues and prob-
lems struggle to be heard in the consciousness 

of those who are working, and can get pushed 
to the background. I was struck by what one 
worker told me after a presentation: "I’d rath-
er die of cancer than stay on the dole," be-
cause having no job and no future kills the 
spirit even more than a lack of money and 
lousy working conditions.

Stock responses of Italian rhetoric

Ask me who still remembers about the Mec-
navi tragedy in Ravenna and I would an-
swer: not many. I was giving a talk in Bal-
dini technical institute, and of the 300-odd 
students, only two or three had heard their 
families mention it. I was greatly struck by 
the difficulty they had putting it in a spe-
cific historical context and their meagre 
knowledge of the world of work in general. 
Everything else apart, it was for them some-
thing that happened before they were born, 
with no connection to the ongoing present 
they live in.
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A participatory, high-octane meeting 
organized by Manifesto, attended by a num-
ber of political activists could not have been 
more different; there was a perceptible sense 
of a very intense sharing of ideas, includ-
ing across generations, and a detailed recall 
of the social and political dynamics of the 
time. I also got the sense that local authori-
ties and institutions wanted not to talk about 
this story in present-day terms, to relegate it 
to the status of a historical event that could 
be celebrated with the stock responses of 
Italian rhetoric – tricolour-sashed mayors, 
banner-carrying rank-and-filers, speeches 
solemnly pronounced every 13 March in an 
attempt to take the industrial outrage out of 
the event and sever it from the labour strife 
of the present – when initially and for years 
it was experienced as something shameful, a 
mark of infamy, the greatest post-war trage-
dy to occur in a communist stronghold, a real 
blow. To the point that when my book came 
out, there was not, as I expected, a single of-
ficially organized public presentation in the 
city, except of course that of the CGIL.

As to the current mayor, while I was in 
Ravenna writing my book, he never thought 
to talk to me or give me an interview, which I 
found somewhat suspicious. The upshot be-
ing that this centre-left public dignitary was 
not happy about my telling the press how 
uneasy I felt about the public exploitation 
of the memory. Afterwards, at the first pres-
entation of the book last summer, when the 
deputy mayor – a PRI9 member (in Ravenna, 
a stronghold of freemasonry and Garibal-
di-influenced politics, the Republican Party 
is still very powerful) – I set a spontaneous 
and very heated discussion going, in which 
this second leading light of local politics was 
truly torn to pieces by trade unionists, polit-
ical activists and readers of the paper I write 
for, but above all by Labour Court judge 
Roberto Riverso, who confirmed and added 
to the case I made in my book.

“I know but I can’t prove it”

I believe that non-fiction narratives like Il 
costo della vita must be meaningful instru-
ments to be used by the labour movement to 
ask real questions about why certain things 
have happened and continue to happen: a way 
in Ravenna, as elsewhere, to look at our own 
reflection. There are many aspects of this story 
that happened in 1987 which this city has not 
yet thought about locally, it has not questioned 
itself enough, it has not honestly reconstituted 
what happened. Such as, for example, how in 
the space of just four years in the mid-1980s 
an ordinary manual labourer – Enzo Arienti – 
could have become one of the biggest handling 
contractors in the European shipbuilding 
industry. He had ties to large swathes of Ita-
ly’s shipbuilding industry, and had very close 
links with politicians and Christian Demo-
crats. Arienti’s own defence lawyer, Achilles 
Melchionda, declared in stupefaction that: "It 
is incomprehensible and unacceptable that 
for years this company was managed in a way 
that appeared so lacking, vague and rough and 
ready in terms of accident prevention, without 
anyone ever noticing."

No-one has ever managed to give me 
a plausible explanation of the tremendous 
rise that led Mecnavi from a turnover of 500 
million to 30 billion lire in 1986. "I know," 
wrote Pier Paolo Pasolini, "but I can’t prove 
it. I don’t even have clues". I also "know", and 
reading between the lines of my book will 
tell you what I believe about this story and 
the various interests that revolve around this 
port. But in Ravenna – and not only in Raven-
na - we have to at least ask ourselves why such 
a thing happened where it should not happen, 
and why it keeps happening regularly in Ita-
ly, like an inevitability, laced with the croco-
dile tears of the usual platitudes as if it were 
something physiological, imponderable with 
no answer, written into the DNA of the nation 
that is infected by it.•

9. The Italian Republican 
Party (Partito Repubblicano 
Italiano, PRI) is a secular, 
liberal political party 
founded in 1895.

Angelo Ferracuti’s book, 
Il costo della vita,  
can be ordered from 
www.einaudi.it
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World Cup in Qatar: a real building 
site for workers’ rights
Almost 20 million migrants work in the Arab states of the Persian Gulf. The 
majority today are from South Asia and many are exploited and face particularly 
harsh daily living and working conditions. In some cases, it could even be referred 
to as forced labour. The phenomenon is not new, but it is now very much in 
the spotlight with the new building sites for the 2022 FIFA World Cup. It is an 
opportunity for international trade unions and NGOs to relaunch the fight for 
these immigrants’ economic and social rights.

Marc Molitor
Journalist

On 11 February this 
year, Qatar adopted a 
charter specifying that 
every migrant worker 
in a dormitory should 
have at least 6 sq. m. 
The International Trade 
Union Confederation 
(ITUC) branded it a 
“sham”. 
Image : © Amnesty 
International (p. 47, 51)
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Qatar’s successful bid for the 2022 FIFA 
World Cup1 is bringing huge investment to 
that emirate in the Persian Gulf: construction 
of stadiums, hotels, roads and motorways, 
and other infrastructure. The money is going 
to pour in: there is talk of USD 100 to 200 bil-
lion between now and 2020.

These colossal projects will require 
1 million migrant workers. These are addi-
tional migrants because Qatar, like other 
coastal Gulf states, has already for many 
years had a substantial foreign workforce, 
hailing mainly from Asia. Indeed, there are 
1.7 million foreigners in Qatar, giving it the 
highest percentage of migrants in the world: 
they account for 90% of the total population 
and 94% of the employed working population.

Many of these immigrants are exploit-
ed and deprived of their main economic and 
social rights. Many of them are in a situation 
that could be described as forced labour un-
der international law, and even quasi-slavery 
in some cases, particularly in the domestic 
sector.

The new building sites for the World 
Cup and the abuses that are taking place in 
them, or could take place in them, are to-
day putting Qatar under the spotlight and 
attracting the attention of the global media. 
The problems facing migrants in the Gulf are 
not new, however; international trade unions 
and NGOs have been denouncing them for 
years. Human Rights Watch, Amnesty Inter-
national and the International Trade Union 
Confederation (ITUC) have in the past three 
years published enlightening reports that are 
extremely precise and well-documented (see 
end of article).

At the sponsor’s mercy

‘Trapped’ is the best word to describe the sit-
uation of these migrants. They are often de-
ceived by charlatans before leaving their own 
country, then trapped when they arrive by 
various legal and illegal barriers, before re-
turning home after having been cheated out 
of some of their earnings.

The problems appear at the very start 
of their adventure. In a desire to escape un-
employment or poverty in their country, to 
help their family, to pay back debts, or to save 
some money to buy land or a house, get mar-
ried or start a business, Indian, Nepalese or 

other migrants are hired by a local recruit-
ment agency acting on behalf of an employ-
er or contact in the Gulf. Even at that stage, 
they are made to pay exorbitant fees, some 
of which may be demanded by the employer, 
in cahoots with the agency, which is illegal 
under Qatari law. To get the money for these 
fees, the migrants get into debt with a local 
lender or the agency itself, at prohibitive rates. 
For example, Nepalese migrants often have to 
pay 35% interest2. That is the start of the trap. 
The migrants frequently receive their papers, 
passports, job description, sometimes their 
contracts, and their documents for their Qa-
tari ‘sponsor’ the day before they leave for the 
Gulf or even at the airport. They often do not 
understand them because they are drawn up 
in a foreign language.

Once they arrive in Qatar, they are 
‘looked after’ by their ‘sponsor’ or ‘backer’, 
who is usually the employer himself. This is 
the kafala system, which requires every for-
eigner to be sponsored. Originally an Islamic 
custom providing guardianship for adopted 
children, it has now been extended not only 
to women but to the economy and the labour 
market. All foreigners, be they workers, en-
trepreneurs or investors, must have a sponsor, 
and it is through him that they obtain their 
entry visas, residence permits and work per-
mits. Without his authorisation, they cannot 
change jobs or obtain an exit visa to leave the 
country. This system means that workers are 
completely dependent on their sponsor and it 
leads to many abuses3. 

In a recent Amnesty International sur-
vey of 1 200 workers, 90% of those surveyed 
had had their passport confiscated, which is 

illegal under Qatari law. In some cases, they 
never actually receive their residence permit 
and thus become illegal immigrants.

If the workers did not already sign a 
contract before they left home, they are then 
offered one, which sometimes contains a dif-
ferent salary or job to that previously prom-
ised to them. In both cases, they are forced to 
accept it, because they are too committed and 
have too much debt. Moreover, they will need 
their sponsor’s authorisation to leave the 
country, which is a crucial element in the trap.

Migrant work in Qatar is regulated by 
law. The Labour Law includes provisions on 
the maximum authorised working time, com-
pulsory breaks because of the heat in the sum-
mer, a day off each week, paid leave, monthly 
payment of wages and safety standards in 
the workplace. However, crucially, it does 
not contain any provisions on a compulsory 

On their days off, foreign workers 
are often denied access to the 
city centre and to shopping 
centres.

1. It was awarded the 
World Cup under dubious 
circumstances. In addition 
to the significant money 
spent by Qatar on a series 
of operations abroad that 
seems to have acted as a 
‘sweetener’, there have been 
allegations of corruption 
about some of the 
delegates who took part in 
the vote. An inquiry is under 
way. In January 2013, the 
French magazine France 
football carried out a 
thorough investigation into 
the matter. 
2. On this issue, see the 
Amnesty International 
report on the Nepalese 
recruitment sector, ‘False 
promises, exploitation and 
forced labour of Nepalese 
migrant workers’, Amnesty 
International, 2011, and 
the report on money 
laundering through these 
channels, ‘The Qatar-Nepal 
Remittance Corridor’, World 
Bank, July 2011.
3. The kafala system exists 
throughout the Gulf but is 
stricter in Saudi Arabia and 
Qatar. 
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minimum wage. In the same survey, 20% of 
workers said that their salary is lower than 
the one that they were promised.

The Labour Law is frequently infringed 
by employers. Indeed, 20% of the workers 
surveyed said that they do not receive their 
wages on time. Sometimes they have to wait 
for weeks or even months before they are 
paid. Employers often make unforeseen de-
ductions that differ from, or are higher than, 
those laid down in the contract to cover var-
ious costs, especially accommodation and 
food.

There is a very high level of subcon-
tracting in the construction sector. Thou-
sands of companies from every continent 
are jostling to get to Qatar to take part in the 
building frenzy. The disputes between these 
companies frequently have repercussions for 
the workers: their employer will say that the 
contractor has not paid him, but it is impossi-
ble to verify this.

Health and safety at risk

In a report published in September 2013, the 
British newspaper The Guardian revealed 
that 44 Nepalese workers had died during the 
summer on Qatari building sites4. Stephen 
Benedict of the ITUC recently stated in a 
programme on Belgian public radio (RTBF)5 
that every day two coffins arrived in Kath-
mandu from the Gulf and Malaysia. A recent 
report from the Nepalese capital in the Bel-
gian newspaper Le Soir6 described in detail 
the distress of parents waiting for their son 
or relation to be returned to them. In this 
case, the victim had come from Malaysia: ‘An 
airport employee puts the deceased person’s 
passport into his father’s trembling hands. 
A cousin takes the death certificate: Severe 
pneumonia, he says. The father, taken aback, 
doesn’t understand. My son had called me 
the day he died. He was complaining about 
money being taken out of his wages and can-
celled leave. But he wasn’t sick. We got a call 
from one of his friends that evening. It seems 
that he had become ill very suddenly and 
died on the way to the hospital.’

These press articles reveal only the tip 
of the iceberg. Statistics on accidents in the 
workplace are not published in Qatar. Those 
that do exist, particularly those provided by 
hospitals, are very incomplete. However, the 

scant statistics available indicate that deaths 
in the workplace are three to four times high-
er than the European average. Based solely 
on current trends, the ITUC has estimated 
that at least 4 000 people will die by 2020, 
not only from accidents but also from heart 
attacks caused by heat, stress and poor living 
conditions. That does not even take into ac-
count those whose experience will leave them 
injured, disabled or traumatised when they 
go home.

Migrant workers have to be housed at 
their employer’s expense and their accom-
modation only has to comply with living 

subsequently changed. During the Iraq wars in 
1991 and 2003, the Gulf states expelled many 
immigrants from countries that had taken 
a diplomatic stance alongside Iraq, notably 
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians and 
Yemenites. Another factor was the growing 
mistrust among the Gulf regimes with regard 
to Islamic extremism, which risked feeding off 
the exasperation of a sea of Arab workers who 
were experiencing discrimination (extremism 
that some of these states actually propagate 
themselves). Consequently, the proportion of 
Arab migrants fell from three quarters in 1975 
to one quarter in 2005. They have been gradu-
ally replaced by workers from India, Nepal, Sri 
Lanka, Bangladesh, Pakistan, the Philippines, 
Indonesia and Thailand, alongside immigrants 
from China now, too.

Except for a middle class of expats, their work-
ing and living conditions are harsh and they 
experience a great deal of discrimination. They 
are mostly young men who find jobs in industry, 
construction and private services. Women (a 
quarter of all migrants) work primarily as maids 
in the homes of Qatari citizens. Family migration 
is either prohibited or strictly limited, if not 
practically impossible in certain countries, along 
with naturalisation and permanent residence. 
The migration is therefore temporary, often 
lasting just a few years, and the Gulf states 
want to monitor it closely: they do not want any 
new citizens who might upset the political/tribal 
and religious/historical balances. They also 
want to be able to reduce rapidly the number of 
migrants if oil prices and revenue fall.

Immigration in 
the Arab states of 
the Persian Gulf
Immigration in the Gulf states is linked to the 
phenomenal oil and gas resources of the coastal 
states (especially Saudi Arabia, the United Arab 
Emirates, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar and Bahrain). 
Today it accounts for 40% of the Gulf’s popula-
tion and two thirds of its working population. It 
increased significantly with the rise in oil prices 
in the 1970s and 1980s. This revenue has result-
ed in foreign deals and investments by the Gulf 
states but, of course, it has also benefited the 
local populations, who have become the richest 
in the world per head of population.

These populations are small, however, and they 
have a tribal structure. The indigenous people, 
originally nomadic, have settled down and 
become rentiers, first and foremost. The large 
ruling families share out the oil revenue, offer-
ing their own citizens practically free housing, 
education, health, consumer goods and public 
goods, and reserve for them all public service 
jobs and management posts in the private econ-
omy. However, for middle-tier and production 
jobs in industry, construction and private services 
(including domestic services), the Gulf states 
rely heavily on immigration.

Initially, this immigration came mainly from 
neighbouring Arab states: Iraq, Syria, Jordan, 
Palestine, Egypt, Yemen, etc. Its composition 

4. The Guardian (2013) 
Qatar’s World Cup slaves, 
25 September 2013.
5. RTBF, Samedi plus,  
29 November 2013.
6. Le Soir (2013) Tej Bista 
est de retour (entre quatre 
planches), 21 December 
2013.
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standards that are already very low (a max-
imum of 2 m2 per worker and four beds per 
room). In many cases, however, those stand-
ards are not met. If there are any problems 
or disputes, the employer may refuse to pay 
for their electricity and cut off their air con-
ditioning and water... The accommodation 
is in camps of shacks or prefabricated build-
ings with one or two storeys, far from the city 
centres and construction sites. They are not 
allowed to be built in residential areas where 
Qatari families live. A spirit of apartheid and 
quasi-racism prevails, especially because for-
eign workers are frequently banned from go-
ing into the city centre or into shopping cen-
tres on their days off...

Workers have the option of bringing any 
infringements against them to the attention 
of the labour authorities and, eventually, the 
courts. Complaining is a risky business, how-
ever. They need to be able to travel, often on 
several occasions, and to speak Arabic or 
English, which is rare among these workers. 
Otherwise, they need someone to represent 
them. That all costs money and takes time, 
and during the process the workers are rarely 
paid, are ostracised or come under pressure 
from their sponsor. The number of com-
plaints received is therefore much lower than 
the number of infringements, a situation that 
the Qatari authorities have themselves ac-
knowledged. Finally, there are ridiculously 
few labour inspectors.

The situation can deteriorate rapid-
ly when the abuses add up. Unpaid wages 
start to accumulate, under the pretext that 
the company is having problems with its 

7. Except for Saudi 
Arabia, the largest state 
in the region with almost 
30 million inhabitants. 
Reforms in Saudi Arabia, 
such as an end to the kafala 
system, would undoubtedly 
lead to other reforms 
throughout the region.
8. For example, the money 
sent back to Nepal by the 
3 million or so Nepalese 
emigrant workers around 
the world (including up to 
300 000 in Qatar) accounts 
for almost a quarter of 
Nepal’s GNP.
9. And undoubtedly 
for a controversial, if 
not pointless, project, 
symbolised by the building 
of nine brand new stadiums 
on the edge of a desert.
10. The United Nations 
Special Rapporteur on the 
human rights of migrants, 
François Crépeau, is calling 
for reforms of the Labour 
Law and an end to the 
worker sponsorship system. 

94% of workers in Qatar  
do not have any trade union 
representation.

contractor, and a conflict arises. The work-
ers want to stop work or change jobs without 
their employer/sponsor’s permission. Then 
he threatens to tell the police that they are 
‘absconders’. When the situation becomes so 
bad that the workers decide to go home, they 
face the ultimate blackmail: they cannot get 
a visa to leave the country as it has to be ap-
proved by their sponsor. To put an end to the 
ordeal, they agree to sign a document stating 
that their employer has paid them all of the 
wages that they are owed. The investigations 
by Human Rights Watch, Amnesty and the 
ITUC uncovered several scandals of this na-
ture, involving cases where these documents 
are sometimes signed in blank in advance. 
This kind of blackmail does not only affect 
‘low-cost’ workers. Recent cases, with broader 
media coverage, have involved, in particular, 
footballers, a French football coach and expat 
European entrepreneurs, held in Qatar after a 
dispute with their Qatari sponsor, who is also 
their business partner.

Domestic workers are undoubtedly in 
the worst situation, although this is not spe-
cific to Qatar and the preparations for the 
2022 World Cup. These cases, which usually 
involve women, should almost be dealt with 
separately. Unlike construction workers, they 
are invisible, receive even harsher treatment 
and have less legal protection because the 
Labour Law does not apply to them. They 
are isolated and privy to the whims of their 
employers, the private Qatari households 
who hire them. In practice, thus, there are no 
rules and they have absolutely no way to de-
fend themselves. Sexual abuse is not uncom-
mon. These extreme situations are equivalent 
to forced labour, as defined and prohibited by 
the international conventions.

Muzzled protests and revolts

How do they defend themselves collectively? 
When migrants protest, it can be explosive, 
as demonstrated by quite a few incidents and 
even riots. However, they have been muzzled 
and disregarded by the authorities and the 
local media. Trade unions are prohibited in 
Qatar. More precisely, they are authorised in 
very restrictive conditions and are only open 
to Qatari citizens. However, they have little or 
no interest in them as they have everything 
they need. Moreover, trade unions and 
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Federation of Association Football, which is 
organising the World Cup and has been crit-
icised by the ITUC and non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), wears two different 
hats. It alternates between promising these 
bodies that it will put pressure on Qatar and 
complaining to the investors about the media 
bashing of Qatar and the World Cup.

The ITUC and NGOs agree on the es-
sential reforms that have to be carried out. 
Firstly, Qatar should recognise the freedom 
to form or join a trade union without restric-
tion and the right of collective bargaining. 
This is a cornerstone of all of the other re-
forms. It is also essential to do away with the 
sponsorship system so that workers are com-
pletely free to change jobs and leave the coun-
try. Thus, better equipped, the trade union 
movements will be able to campaign for the 
introduction of a fair minimum wage. They 
also want the entire recruitment sector to be 
regulated, and they want contracting compa-
nies to be jointly responsible for ensuring that 
the subcontractors further down the chain 
comply with the national and international 
social standards. Finally, Qatar must carry 
out workplace inspections and controls to en-
sure that basic social justice is guaranteed.•

strikes are prohibited right across the public 
sector, in the energy and transport sectors, 
and in all related sectors. In short, 94% of 
workers in Qatar are deprived of any trade 
union representation, which means that any 
trade union movement would be pointless. 
Qatar clearly does not adhere to the Inter-
national Labour Organisation’s fundamental 
conventions on trade unionism and collective 
bargaining.

Many parties are responsible for the 
exploitation of migrant workers; it cannot 
be blamed entirely on Qatar. Several actors 
must be taken to task, and in a very specific 
context. The migrations to the Gulf are at the 
heart of a globalisation that involves various 
actors. On the one hand, there are the mi-
ni-states7, which are very rich and undemo-
cratic and which subscribe to key elements of 
international social law. On the other hand, 
there is a veritable, often shady, recruitment 
industry that is thriving. There are agencies 
in the countries of origin and intermediary 
levels between them and the Gulf, which in-
volve Qatari sponsors and sometimes former 
migrants who have made their fortune. The 
migrants’ home countries turn a blind eye as 
their emigrants send considerable sums of 
cash back home8. Then there is the myriad 
of companies, the huge Western and Asian 
companies, and the entire chain of subcon-
tractors, from all around the world, too, in 
which the Qatari sponsor plays an impor-
tant role. At the top of that chain, both the 
large companies and the major Qatari funds 
linked to the authorities claim often not to 
know what is happening with their subcon-
tractors.

In light of the work to prepare for the 
2022 World Cup, there is an enormous chal-
lenge in the years to come. It is rare for so 
much money to mobilise so many people9 
over such a brief period of time in a region 
that is so small and that does not apply the 
necessary national and international regula-
tions, and one that is so sensitive from a geo-
political perspective, too.

The investigations and warnings are in-
creasing, even in the UN10. Given the poor rep-
resentation of migrants, the absence, with a 
few rare exceptions, of any solidarity or inter-
est from the Qataris themselves, and the lack 
of any reactions from the migrants’ countries 
of origin, the main pressure has to come from 
outside. In this regard, FIFA, the International 
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Safety or profit? 
That is the question
1973: two young British sociologists, Peter 
Armstrong and Theo Nichols, publish the 
pamphlet entitled 'Safety or profit?'.

It is a short, controversial text that gets 
right to the heart of the matter. Its brevity 
and clear language demonstrate an under-
standing of the reality that goes far beyond 
the vast majority of similar academic pub-
lications of that era. Most books on acci-
dents in the workplace written 40 years ago 
can rest undisturbed on the library shelves. 
'Safety or profit?', however, is surprisingly 
relevant today.

It was written in a very specific context. 
In the United Kingdom, the Robens Commit-
tee had just published a Report on Safety and 
Health at Work, which called for self-regula-
tion and voluntary initiatives.

According to Alfred Robens, health and 
safety was an interest shared by both em-
ployers and workers, outside the tensions of 
industrial relations. It was impossible to deny 
the existence of accidents and sickness, how-
ever. Robens attributed them to 'apathy'. This 
concept, which should explain everything, 
was reminiscent of the melancholia diag-
nosed by Hippocrates. The Robens Report 
continues to act as a reference point for the 
laws of numerous countries.

Forty years later, various authors offer 
us a collection of case studies that apply the 
1973 analytical framework to the world of 
work today. The common thread is that inju-
ries and sickness caused by work are not acci-
dental events. They are the result of work or-
ganisation and work structures. The pursuit 
of profit also involves power relationships 
and a division of work between planners and 
implementers. If the producers had complete 
control over the production process, what 
legitimacy would there be in the owners of 

the capital expropriating the product of their 
work? A loss of control over working condi-
tions leads to a pathogenic organisation of 
production. In this context, accidents, sick-
ness and psychological problems are collater-
al damage that is as inevitable as the death of 
civilians during a war.

The book takes the reader from Austral-
ia to Canada via Sweden and the United King-
dom. It reiterates the initial theoretical frame-
work put forward by Nichols and Armstrong.

Karen Messing and Katherine Lippel 
demonstrate the importance of a feminist cri-
tique of the policies and practices governing 
health at work. This contribution is particu-
larly important for European policy, which 
leans towards what is known as a ‘risk-based 
approach’. In actual fact, this would create 
huge inequalities because it is impossible to 
separate the devaluation of women’s work 
from the stereotypes that female jobs involve 
fewer risks than male jobs.

Michael Quinlan develops the analysis 
of precarious forms of employment as a vul-
nerable structure. This is a common concept 
that provides a better understanding of very 
disparate phenomena: subcontracting, immi-
gration, temporary work.

Charles Woolfson establishes a link be-
tween health at work and the environment by 
analysing two disasters at offshore oil rigs: 
Piper Alpha in 1988 and Deepwater Horizon 
in 2010. He explores this enigma: how can 
such disasters happen at companies using 
highly advanced technologies, such as the 
multinational BP?

Steve Tombs and David Whyte examine 
the British policy between 1997 and 2010. Un-
der the leadership of Tony Blair, the Labour 
Party reached a turning point. Its new prior-
ity was to reduce the regulatory burden on 

employers. It thus launched the ‘better regu-
lation’ concept that, some years later, would 
eventually paralyse the development of Euro-
pean legislation.

A brief review cannot reflect the full 
richness of a book. We can only hope that it 
will convince our readers that it is urgent, and 
beneficial, reading. This book guards against 
fatalism. Accidents and sickness do not hap-
pen because there is too large a gap between 
ambitious rules and practice. The rules them-
selves need to be reviewed. Their inefficien-
cy is to be expected because they circumvent 
the fundamental problem of the imbalance of 
power in businesses and in society. 

—Laurent Vogel

Safety or Profit? 
International Studies in 
Governance, Change and 
the Work Environment
Edited by Theo Nichols & 
David Walters
Baywood Publishing 
Company, 2013, 256 p.
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Radium silence! Oncologist’s 
“Radium Girls”-inspired thriller
There has latterly been a growing trend in 
France for novels tied somehow or other into 
working conditions. And there would be no 
end to the list of fiction works set against gen-
eral malaise in the corporate world.

That this new literary seam is a rich 
one to mine points to the growing unease 
surrounding our relationship to work. While 
these kinds of novels are increasingly crowd-
ing out bookshop shelves, detective novels on 
the same vein are scarcer. Yet it is precisely 
the strict conventions of this genre that have 
been chosen by Jean-Marc Cosset, an oncol-
ogist in the day job and spare-time detective 
novelist. His job as a radiotherapist at the Cu-
rie Institute in Paris has helped him unearth 
the very topic to get his literary teeth into. His 
second thriller is inspired by the "Radium 
Girls" affair, a scandal little-known on this 
side of the pond, but a case that launched the 
modern day U.S. labour movement.

In the early 1920s, women workers for 
the U.S. Radium Corporation – a firm pro-
ducing glow-in-the-dark watches for the U.S. 
Army in particular – began complaining of 
various ailments: some were losing teeth, 
others had agonising jaw pain or skin necro-
sis. Many were diagnosed with anaemia. The 
women displaying these puzzling symptoms 
were employed in painting watch dials with 
a mixture of zinc and radium using a fine-
tipped brush. This was precision work, so 
they regularly used their lips to twirl a sharp 
point on the brushes. The firm’s chemists 

designed the radioactive paint from behind 
lead screens, but the 70-odd women workers 
handled it unprotected.

The first death in 1922 passed virtual-
ly unremarked. Without the resolve of one 
victim, Grace Fryer, the scandal might never 
have come to light. With four of her co-work-
ers, she sought out a lawyer willing to take the 
case to court. A trial was finally held in 1927, 
which ended in an agreement between the 
parties and the payment of modest compen-
sation to the victims.

Jean-Marc Cosset’s novel plunges the 
reader into early 1930s America, alternating 
historical fact and fiction. As with any self-re-
specting thriller, dead bodies are on the menu 
from the start. The bodies of Jeremy Gold-
sach, the son of the Radium Corporation’s 
CEO, and Albina Larice, a company worker, 
are found in the wreckage of a sports car fifty 
feet below an overpass. Many more will fol-
low. The company lawyer is found choked to 
death with a fistful of dollars, followed by an 
academic chemist whose face is covered in a 
strange luminous paint. Other scientists and 
notables in the town of Orange (New Jersey) 
soon suffer the same macabre fate. The one 
thing they have in common is the 1927 lawsuit 
between the U.S. Radium Corporation and 
what the press dubbed the "Radium Girls".

Cosset uses flashbacks to explain the 
links between the avenging killer’s deadly 
trek through New Jersey and the main pro-
tagonists in the trial. The reader gradually 

discovers why, despite the number of work-
ers affected and the scientific evidence on the 
effects of radium on the body, the bosses of 
the U.S. Radium Corporation got away with 
it. We come across lawyers skilled in the art 
of witness manipulation and disinformation, 
journalists quick to champion buccaneering 
businessmen and much less than objective 
men of science. It is this passage from the plot 
that most resonates with more recent scan-
dals, calling to mind the asbestos-cement 
barons cosseted away behind the walls of 
their Flanders country houses or luxuriating 
in retirement in their florid Latin American 
paradises.

—Denis Grégoire

These books are available 
in the ETUI's Documentation Centre.
www.labourline.org

Radium girl
(in French)
by Jean-Marc Cosset, Paris,
published by Odile Jacob, 
2013, 211 p.
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