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Editorial
A surrogate strategy

The old Workers’ Hall in central Copenha-
gen has been turned into a museum. It traces 
the history of the Danish labour movement 
through the changing daily lives of workers 
in a journey of the senses through recon-
structed apartments chronicling the way 
many generations of workers have lived 
since the late 19th century. Visitors can, for 
instance, buy a cup of the kind of coffee that 
Danish working class families drank in the 
aftermath of World War Two. "Coffee" is a 
misnomer. It is a synthetic, somewhat oily 
black, bittersweet and slightly acidic surro-
gate. Its only resemblance to coffee is in be-
ing hot. Few visitors fail to make a face at the 
distasteful experience.

On 6 June 2014, EU Social Affairs Com-
missioner László Andor put forward a "Stra-
tegic Framework on Health and Safety at 
Work" – a Communication deemed to make up 
for the absence of a Community policy on the 
matter. The last strategy ran out in 2012 and 
the Commission cast around for any reason 
not to adopt a new one. As early as December 
2011 it had a set of concrete proposals from the 
European Parliament and the Luxembourg 
Advisory Committee, the body that brings 
together representatives from governments, 
trade unions and employers in the EU coun-
tries. Issues of workplace health and safety 
aside, there is a serious problem of democratic 
legitimacy in the Commission’s cavalier treat-
ment of the only institution elected by uni-
versal suffrage and the forum for three-sided 
deliberations. The Communication contains 
almost none of the European Parliament and 
Luxembourg Committee’s concrete proposals 
but foregrounds its own initiative of an online 
consultation based on a shambolic question-
naire that just over 500 individuals and organ-
izations apparently answered.

This document is meant to give a steer 
to the Community institutions up to 2020. 
Given how President Barroso’s two terms 

turned out, the question arises: is it pro-
grammed action, or really a pronouncement 
of inaction? The latter looks more like it.

So what we have is not a strategy but an 
unpalatable inferior surrogate likely to leave a 
very bitter taste in workers’ mouths. Officially, 
it claims to be focusing on three major areas 
of occupational health.

The Commission’s first chosen area is 
to prioritise small and medium-sized enter-
prises through a clear deregulatory push that 
treats occupational health as an administra-
tive burden. It is not about improving work-
ing conditions in these firms, but cosying-up 
to their bosses, giving them a competitive 
edge by cutting their obligations. When you 
bring subcontracting chains into the picture, 
it is a policy that will drive all working condi-
tions spiralling downwards.

While the Commission admits the im-
portance of preventing work-related diseases 
that kill up to 160 000 people each year, it 
glosses over its own responsibilities, not least 
the hold-up in the two proposals for direc-
tives stuck in the works for more than a dec-
ade: the revision of the Directive to improve 
prevention of work-related cancers and the 
Directive on the musculoskeletal disorders 
that affect one in four workers in Europe.

Finally, the Commission refers to the de-
mographic challenge of an ageing population. 

The problem may be a real one, but the policy 
unveiled is flimsy. Working conditions as they 
stand will not allow many workers to work on 
up to retirement. The Commission’s only plan 
is to set up a network of experts, promote 
exchanges of good practice and support the 
spread of information. There is no major pol-
icy initiative on the agenda.

Leaving aside its policy steers, this 
Communication stands out as a poor piece of 
drafting. It reads like a set of cobbled together 
extracts from various documents randomly 
cut-and-pasted together. For example, guid-
ance on preventing work accidents in SMEs 
is presented as an industrial policy issue. The 
one reference to equality policies is limited to 
maternity protection. The information sourc-
es are a jumble of proper, validated data like 
the European Working Conditions Survey 
and sloppy opinion polls.

The Community Treaty aims for a 
levelling-up of working conditions. But the 
policy pursued for ten years by the two Com-
missions headed by Mr Barroso has taken 
the opposite tack. The only way to make a 
breakthrough is for the new European Par-
liament, the new Commission and the Mem-
ber States to give a fresh impetus to health 
and safety at work. The trade unions will be 
sure to mark their card on that. They will not 
be satisfied with these watery dregs.•
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