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“My real priority is to build a bridge 
from workers to policy makers.”
In October 2015 Esther Lynch took over responsibility for occupational health and 
safety issues at the European Trade Union Confederation. The enthusiastic and 
energetic Irish trade unionist wants to shake up the European Commission’s 
complacency in an area that has remained stagnant for the last ten years. 
She is determined, in particular, to speed up real progress in the fight against 
occupational cancer.
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Two people dressed up as 
coffee pots, the symbol 
of the supermarket chain 
Kaiser’s Tengelmann, on 
Berlin’s Champs-Élysées. 
A growing number of 
workers, particularly 
among the young, have to 
make do with casual jobs. 
Esther Lynch wants to help 
these ‘invisible’ employees 
make their voices heard.
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My main objective is to make sure that 
workers’ voices are heard earlier, and that 
the message conveyed is clear. 

To give one example, the first campaign 
we’re involved in relates to our demand to 
have the carcinogens directive amended to 
include proper occupational limit values. 
We are doing what we can to ensure that the 
Dutch presidency delivers in this area1. 

We have just published a list of 71 car-
cinogens2 for which we want binding occupa-
tional limit values to be adopted; we are going 
to make sure that workers’ voice, in relation 
to what is important to them in terms of limit 
values, is clearly understood and is commu-
nicated directly to policy- and decision-mak-
ers. My real priority is to build a bridge from 
workers and their unions to policy makers.

Occupational cancers will be at the heart of 
the ETUC strategy in the field of health at 
the workplace…

Occupational disease has been something of 
the poor relation within many national and 
European approaches. After all, when a work-
place accident causes a death, this is some-
thing that is very easily visible, you can actu-
ally visit the scene of the crime. Occupational 
cancers, on the other hand, even though they 
cause over 100,000 deaths, still constitute a 
phenomenon that is virtually invisible.

If we can introduce forms of protection 
that will reduce the numbers of deaths from 
work-related cancer, and if the Dutch Presi-
dency creates an opportunity to this end, we 
should be sure to mobilise our resources to 
seize this opportunity.
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You have recently been appointed ETUC 
Confederal Secretary in charge of workplace 
health and safety issues. What are your 
main priorities in this regard?

Esther Lynch — My primary aim will be to 
promote workers’ voice in relation to health 
and safety matters. All too often the ap-
proach at EU level is to think first about the 
business aspects, what will benefit compa-
nies, what’s good for the euro, and only at 
the last minute to turn to the likely impact 
on workers and to what workers think. 
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1. Amending the European 
Carcinogens Directive is 
one of the main priorities 
of the current Netherlands 
Presidency of the Council  
of the European Union  
in the social policy field. 
From 23-25 May 2016,  

Bio express

 1991-1993  Political Advisor to the Irish 
Minister for Social Affairs.

 1993-2015  Legislation and Social 
Affairs Officer and part of 
the senior team of the Irish 
Congress of Trade Unions 
(ICTU).

 2000-2015  Worker delegate for Ireland 
at the International Labour 
Organisation.

 2005  BSc in management and 
law from Dublin Institute 
of Technology.

 2014  Senior Adjunct Lecturer 
in Law at the National 
University of Ireland, 
Maynooth.

 October 2015  Elected Confederal 
Secretary of the European 
Trade Union Confedera-
tion (ETUC) at the Paris 
Congress.

the Dutch government 
will hold a conference on 
prevention of work-related 
cancer in Amsterdam.
2. This list is downloadable 
from www.etui.org > 
Topics > Health-Safety > 
Chemicals.
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"There is a large community who are almost 
invisible. If I can do anything in the next 
couple of years to promote actions for these 
people I will do it."

does not provide for them. And even if the di-
rective did provide for them, they could still 
not use the fact that an impact assessment 
has not been carried out as an excuse not to 
take action4. This is a very important case for 
workers and trade unions and at the moment 
we are looking at how we can use it to make 
sure that the Commission lives up to its re-
sponsibilities in this field and takes legisla-
tive action to protect workers. 

The other arena in which some of our 
affiliates have highlighted the need for action 
is stress management. It seems that what 
happens in many workplaces is that employ-
ers say, "we’ll have a wellness programme, 
we’ll have a mindfulness programme, we’ll 
have a healthy-eating programme"; but that 
at no stage is the employer willing to look at 
the organisational factors that are contribut-
ing to the stress. So further legislative action 
is definitely needed here. 

The need to improve working condi-
tions, in particular in the context of the rais-
ing of the retirement age in many EU coun-
tries, will be also at the heart of my mandate. 
Finding new ways to make ageing workers’ 
work less burdensome, whether physically 
or psychologically, and to find a better bal-
ance between private and professional life, 
is crucial.

In his speech at the ETUC congress in 
Paris, Jean-Claude Juncker issued a plea 
for "a kind of cordon sanitaire" to protect 
social standards; yet at the same time,
Mr Barroso’s deregulatory agenda has
been extended… 

I think that Juncker certainly understands; 
he said himself that it was the last chance for 

3. To find out more: 
Endocrine disruptors: 
Commission in breach of 
EU law, ETUI news article 
accessible on www.etui.org
4. For every major 
legislative initiative 
proposed at European 
level, the European 
Commission requires the 
conduct of an Impact 
Assessment to investigate 
the social, economic 
and environmental 
impact of the measures 
proposed. In a recently 
published report, the 
ETUI demonstrates that, 
in this process, economic 
impacts significantly 
win out over social and 
environmental impacts. See 
Van den Abeele E. (2014) 
The EU’s REFIT strategy: 
a new bureaucracy in the 
service of competitiveness?, 
Working Paper 2014.05, 
Brussels, ETUI. Accessible 
on www.etui.org > 
Publications > Working 
Papers.

We can expect to find out whether we 
have been successful within a very short 
time, by June in fact. I think it’s an achieva-
ble target, and at the same time it is a mean-
ingful target for workers and their families. 
Sometimes workers experiencing concerns 
about work-related cancer find that they are 
not taken seriously enough. I know that a lot 
of women workers are aware that a direct 
link has been established between shift work 
and breast cancer; but it’s very hard to get 
information about how soon shift work be-
gins to represent a risk. In other words, how 
much shift work is too much? 

Employers frequently take measures 
without giving proper thought to the conse-
quences for workers. Such measures could 
worsen an existing condition, could speed 
up a cancer, could exacerbate a basic cancer. 
Work-related cancers affect a lot more work-
ers than is generally believed. Sometimes, in 
people’s minds, the risks apply only to work-
ers in heavy industries exposed to complex 
chemicals. Yet there are many other jobs 
which could entail a risk of exposure to car-
cinogens. It’s just that workers have not been 
properly empowered to talk about it. 

Because employers continue to think 
"this is nothing to do with me", it’s good to 
raise awareness by talking about it, to give 
people tools and to promote the trade union 
health and safety agenda at the same time.

Over the last twenty years no key regulation 
in the area of EU social law has been 
adopted. How might the ETUC contribute 
to reversing this detrimental trend?

In recent years, the hairdressing agreement 
between the trade union representing the 
hairdressers and the organisation repre-
senting the employers was forwarded to the 
Commission which should have forwarded 
it to the Council where it could have been 
made into a directive. Yet the Commission 
decided not to do anything with it, or to put 
it on some kind of invisible merry-go-round.

They have also decided to take no action 
in the field of endocrine disruptors. And what 
is very interesting about this is it has been 
criticised by the Court of Justice of the Eu-
ropean Union3. The Court told the Commis-
sion in no uncertain terms that they cannot 
require impact assessments if the directive 
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to be caught and, even if I am, it won’t cost 
me much; therefore, if I can make this 
amount of money, I am just going to ignore 
the workforce health and safety concerns". 

Many workers have been blacklisted 
because they spoke up for health and safety. 
Nor can we deny that there is a consequence 
for the workforce as a whole. The message 
that sounds out to all workforces is: "if you 
speak up, not only will you lose this job but 
you will never get another one. I don’t think 
that the threat has been properly under-
stood, and I certainly don’t think that it is 
being properly punished. 

One measure that could be taken is 
to offer workers proper protection, to en-
sure that they cannot be dismissed in the 
first place. It should be made tremendously 
financially punitive for an employer to at-
tempt to penalise someone who speaks up 
about health and safety.

Workers should have a recognised abil-
ity to identify an unsafe practice and to com-
municate the danger directly by means of 
an order to put it right. We will give thought 
over the coming years to the type of meas-
ures that could better empower workers. 
We are hoping to set up a sub-group of the 
newly formed health and safety committee5. 
It would be mandated with formulating rec-
ommendations to put to the ETUC executive 
on measures that will empower workplace 
safety reps to raise issues.

When you were working as Legal and 
Legislative Officer of the Irish Congress of 
Trade Unions (ICTU), you represented the 
Irish workers’ movement at the International 
Labour Organisation (ILO). From the 
international perspective, is the situation in 
Europe, including debates on psychosocial 
risks, for instance, not regarded as a rich 
person’s problem?

If your life is cut short by your work, it does 
not matter where you live. No person’s life 
should be curtailed by the need to earn a liv-
ing. That is utterly unacceptable. The situa-
tion is not at all rosy in Europe when it comes 
to the health and safety of workers, especially 
if you look at the long-term effects of poverty 
on workers.

Large numbers of workers suffer from 
severely reduced life expectancy. Often they 

do the type of work that compounds other 
disadvantages: from being born and growing 
up in poverty, not having access to a proper-
ly nutritional or varied diet, being frequent-
ly bullied, and often working in conditions 
with poor access to information. 

This is not acceptable. The consequenc-
es of poverty on human lives, among those 
occupying the lowest positions in society, 
are more widespread in Europe than we tend 
to be aware. There is a large community who 
are almost invisible in the structures of our 
more fortunate lives. If I can do anything in 
the next couple of years to promote actions 
for these people I will do it. There are still a 
lot of invisible health and safety issues that 
are connected with poverty and class. 

There is a danger of a shift internation-
ally towards voluntary rather than mandato-
ry standards. In the health and safety arena, 
that would be an utter disaster for workers. 
It seems that some employers consider that 
providing their workers with a safe and 
healthy work environment has more to do 
with employer generosity, some kind of gift 
to their workforce, rather than being a right 
of the workers, something which they are en-
titled to demand.

It’s a human right to be able to work in 
a safe and healthy environment, to feel that 
one’s life will not be curtailed by one’s work-
ing activity, not to have to suffer ill health on 
account of one’s job. 

Any attempt to say you can achieve this 
through voluntary standards is tantamount 
to ignoring 300 years of labour history.•
Brussels, 10 February 2016

5. In October 2015, the 
ETUC decided to set up a 
new permanent committee 
focused on health and 
safety at work.

Europe. What I took his meaning to be was 
that Europe had to be credible to the work-
forces and the citizens of Europe. One of the 
ways in which Europe needs to be credible is 
in determining that there are areas in which 
member states will compete and others 
where they will not compete. 

One of these matters on which they 
must not compete – constituting a kind of 
‘threshold of decency’ – is health and safety. 
We will not allow companies, enterprises or 
member states to gain advantages through 
lower standards on health and safety. Yet I 
don’t know that the whole of the Commis-
sion has woken up to that realization; I think 
that because the euro was in such a crisis 
situation, voices were increasingly saying 

"we have got to improve competitiveness; we 
have got to reduce standards". I think that 
this became exaggerated in all arenas; and 
I think health and safety is one of those 
arenas. Yet never should the importance of 
health and safety to workers and consumers 
be underestimated.

So it is important that the deci-
sion-makers show that the direction has 
been reversed from a worsening, or freez-
ing, of standards; that the European insti-
tutions are now responding to workers’ real 
demands for improved health and safety; 
and that Europe is capable of representing 
improved standards for the future and not 
just for the past.

With the crisis, finding a job or keeping a 
job is becoming a challenge, even for skilled 
workers. In this context, is it really possible 
to mobilise workers in favour of improved 
working conditions?

One of the most regrettable consequences of 
the crisis was the cut-back in labour inspec-
torates and in health and safety inspection. 
Workers frequently believe that if they put 
up their hand and say ‘I don’t think that’s 
safe’, they could lose their jobs, particularly 
with so much unemployment. And so they 
keep quiet about these effects. 

That’s why it really is important to 
have strong labour inspectorates. Employ-
ers need to believe that they are likely to be 
caught, and that if they are it will lead to 
severe penalties. Otherwise they will do the 
following mental arithmetic: "I am unlikely 


