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Newsflash…

Oil spill: BP also negligent on health 
at the workplace

Little attention has been given to the 
consequences of the Gulf of Mexico oil spill 
on workers' health. Yet the oil platform 
explosion on 20 April 2010 was fatal to 
11 workers. According to provisional data, 
the operations being conducted to cap the 
well and halt the oil leak resulted in 186 
accidents and 80 cases of illness among 
workers during the first six weeks of the 
operations. The majority of the workers 
involved in the operations are employed by 
subcontractors on contingent contracts. 
Their training has been neglected, accord-
ing to David Michaels, who heads the US 
federal Occupational Safety and Health Ad-
ministration (OSHA). In a document dated 
25 May 2010, he states: "The organizational 
systems that BP has in place, particularly 
those related to worker safety and health 
training, protective equipment, and site 
monitoring, are not adequate for the cur-
rent situation or the projected increase in 
clean-up operations. (...) I want to stress 
that these are not isolated problems. They 
appear to be indicative of a general sys-
tematic failure on BP’s part, to ensure the 
safety and health of those responding to 
this disaster."

The same day, the weekly newspaper 
The Village Voice published a BP internal 
document dating back to 2002 in which the 
multinational justifies the adoption of less 
effective prevention measures where, on 
the basis of a cost-benefits calculation, the 
probability of an accident is low. 

BP has always championed a health 
and safety policy led by the company itself, 
boasting of "leading from the top", to use 
its expression. In other words, its policy is 
aimed at avoiding control by trade union 
organisations and the public authorities. 
This approach is often cited as an example 
by those who consider legislation to be an 
administrative burden on companies, both 
in the United States and Europe.

-----------------
Source : ETUI

Netherlands: trade unions demand 
independent doctors in companies

On 16 March, ahead of a European trade 
union meeting on occupational health, 
the Dutch trade union confederation FNV 
called for the introduction in companies of 

“employees’ doctors” who would be contrac-
tually linked to the health insurance rather 
than the company.

The FNV believes that this reform is 
now needed because the independence of 
company doctors is no longer guaranteed 
in the Netherlands. "Company doctors are 
being increasingly pressed to spend their 
time checking on workers who are off work 
through sickness", according to a Dutch 
trade union leader, Leo Hartveld. This 
means that workers "too often regard the 
company doctor as an extension of the  
human resources department. And often,  
they are quite right to do so", claims  
Mr Hartveld.

According to the FNV, the ideal com-
pany doctor should be a sort of independent 
advisor who would act on working condi-
tions, handling such matters as risk assess-
ments, conducting surveys and developing 
a prevention policy.

Noting that general practitioners are 
very regularly faced with patients suffer-
ing from work-related illnesses, the FNV 
argues that there is a need for stronger ties 
between GPs and "employees’ doctors".

-----------------
Source : ETUI

Italy: government seeks to scrap 
Institute for Occupational Safety 
and Prevention

As part of its "economic operation" to 
restore public accounts, the government 
is planning to do away with the National 
Institute for Occupational Safety and Pre-
vention (Ispesl), the country’s only research 
centre of its kind. Its job will be taken over 
by the National Workers’ Compensation 
Authority (Inail). Observers say this will 
create a conflict of interest by putting Inail 
in charge of research on occupational 
diseases for which it will have to pay out 
compensation. 

On 2 June, researchers, engineers, 
doctors and employees occupied the 
Ispesl headquarters. The move is seen as 
a "30-year leap back" which "once again 
isolates Italy from Europe, since in no other 
European country has the crisis led to the 
dismantling of health and safety at work 
research institutions".

-----------------
Source : Planet Labor
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Exposure to workplace pollutants 
may triple breast cancer risks

Exposure to certain chemicals or pollutants 
at the workplace before the age of 36 may 
triple the risk of post-menopausal breast 
cancer, according to a study published on 
1 April 2010. 

The women most at risk are those 
in frequent contact at work with synthetic 
fibres and petroleum products, according 
to a study done by a team headed by France 
Labrèche at the University of Montreal’s 
institute of occupational health research 
published in the journal Occupational and 
Environmental Medicine. 

The researchers studied the health 
records of 1,169 Canadian women living 
with cancer aged 50-75 years. Nearly half 
had been diagnosed with breast cancer in 
1996 or 1997 after the onset of menopause. 
The remainder had another type of cancer. 

Chemists and occupational health 
specialists tried to establish the exposure 
of both groups to some 300 chemicals dur-
ing their working time. The study, which 
excluded other known causes of breast can-
cer, showed a strong link between various 
widely used synthetic materials and risk 
levels, which were particularly high before 
the age of 36, when breast tissue cells are 
still proliferating and more sensitive to 
hazardous chemicals. 

The risk of breast cancer was seven 
times higher for women exposed to acrylic 
fibres, and doubled for those exposed to 
nylon fibres.

-----------------
Source : AFP

Depression more likely to affect 
people in non-standard jobs 

A study by the Institut de veille sanitaire 
(InVS), published on 23 February last in the 
Bulletin épidémiologique hebdomadaire, 
shows that employees in certain categories 
of jobs in France (part-time, limited-term 
contracts, temporary staff, etc.) are more 
often affected by depressive illnesses. The 
risks are even higher among those on im-
posed part-time contracts. The study also 
revealed a link between depression and 
educational level, those without any formal 
qualifications being most affected. "The 
current economic environment, which is 
producing job insecurity particularly affec-
ting workers in non-standard jobs, further 
emphasizes the need to monitor the health 
of these groups, especially their mental 
health," the authors conclude.

-----------------
Source : ETUI

Germany: 41% of employees on-call 
by mobile phone outside work hours

The growing use of mobile phones and 
pagers by employees as well as managers 
is increasingly blurring the divide between 
working and private time. It is a develop-
ment that may flout labour laws. 

According to a survey published by 
BITKOM, the federal Association for Infor-
mation Technology, Telecommunications 
and New Media, 66% of German employees 
can be reached by mobile phone outside 
office hours, including during the night 
hours for 32% of them. But 41% of these 
employees are not covered by a company 
or individual agreement laying down rules 
and conditions for being on-call. BITKOM 
argues that this lack of control increases 
the legal, financial and organisational risks 
on companies that have not negotiated an 
agreement.

-----------------
Source : Planet Labor
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ETUC wants quicker REACH 
implementation

In June 2010, the European Trade Union 
Confederation (ETUC) issued the updated 
version of its list of chemicals of very high 
concern. Version 2.0 of the list includes 334 
prioritized substances or substance groups, 
adding 29 new entries to the first version 
issued back in March 2009. The union 
wants as many of these substances as pos-
sible brought into the REACH authoriza-
tion procedure.

The list – drawn up in conjunction 
with the European Trade Union Institute 
and Spain’s trade union work, environment 
and health institute ISTAS – pinpoints 
chemicals whose impact on occupational 
diseases makes them of particular concern.

As of 30 August 2010, there were just 
38 chemicals on the candidate list. On the 
same date, the European Chemicals Agency 
(ECHA) launched a consultation on adding 
11 new substances. 40 of the 49 chemicals 
on or up for inclusion on the European list 
are also on the union priority list.

Candidate list chemicals are not 
automatically banned or restricted – that 
depends on subsequent proceedings – but 
can continue to be placed on the market. 
On the other hand, suppliers do have to 
communicate information not just on 
the listed substances, but also articles or 
preparations that contain them.

The union list aims to help speed 
up REACH implementation. To push that 
forward, the ETUC and the European 
Chemical Workers’ Federation (EMCEF) 
also launched an information campaign in 
September 2010 to get workers' shopfloor 
reps to remind employers that REACH lays 
a number of obligations on them which they 
have to fulfil before the end of 2010.

-----------------
Source : ETUI

Newsflash 3/3

Nuclear industry: firm guilty of 
tampering with its black workers’ 
dose meters

A US company that processes nuclear waste 
has agreed to settle compensation claims 
with black employees who were assigned 
to jobs with higher radiation exposures but 
who then had their dose meters doctored to 
show lower exposure levels. 

The Studsvik Memphis Processing 
Facility in Tennessee, formerly known as 
Radiological Assistance Consulting and En-
gineering, or RACE, has signed a consent 
agreement with the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Under 
the agreement, 23 black employees are to 
receive a total of $650,000.

The EEOC alleged the company as-
signed black employees to work with radio-
active waste, with exposures higher than 
their white co-workers, and manipulated 
dosimeters to show lower levels of radiation 
exposure than were actually occurring. 
Black employees were also paid less and 
subjected to other kinds of discrimination.

-----------------
Source : ETUI

Mining disaster in Turkey: unions 
accuse sub-contracting

Turkish trade union organisations de-
nounced the growing use of sub-contract-
ing following the mining disaster of 17 May 
in the Zonguldak ore field, in the north of 
the country. The tragedy is known to have 
left 28 dead.

The trade unions argue that this 
lethal explosion – the third in six months 

– confirms not only the disrepair of the 
installations but also the poor application 
of safety standards by the public enterprise 
TTK, which runs the mine. These repeated 
incidents have prompted the Turkish mine-
workers' union Maden-Is̨ , to call for coal-
mining infrastructures to be modernised 
and an independent inspectorate created. 
At present, there is no such body.

In its analysis of the accident, the un-
ion also denounces the growing use of sub-
contracting in public facilities. In the Ka-
radon mine, where the explosion occurred, 
the construction of new galleries was 
contracted out to a private firm, Yapitek. 
Like many other private companies in the 
mining sector, Yapitek's risk prevention 
policy is minimal. The firm is anti-union 
and strives to keep its workers at a distance 
from organisations that might make them 
more informed about safety matters. 

Turkey’s mining industry has an 
accident rate 2.3 times higher than the 
metalworking sector and 3.5 times higher 
than construction. Between 1941 and 
2003, 3,094 Turkish miners lost their lives 
extracting ore. 

-----------------
Source : ETUI
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Editorial
Time to live

The right to "take time to live" is still a big 
battle to fight to ensure equal and good qual-
ity conditions of life in Europe.

This claim might seem not to add up 
when taken against the huge productivity 
gains. The production and equal distribution 
of goods to ensure that everyone on the planet 
has the material basis for a good quality life 
would take only a tiny fraction of the time it 
would have fifty or a hundred years ago.

By and large, these productivity gains 
have only been marginally reflected in work-
ing time developments, the organization of 
which remains typified by wide social in-
equalities which take a heavy toll on health. 
People get sick and die from overwork. People 
also get sick and die from having no paid work.

On 24 March 2010, the European Com-
mission announced that it was revisiting 
the working time rules. After failing to push 
through a disastrous reform that would have 
seriously rolled back labour standards, it is 
now saying it wants to widen the debate and 
carry out a "comprehensive review". The doc-
ument submitted for discussion by trade un-
ions and employers’ organizations suggests 
that the rules adopted in the 20th century no 

longer meet the requirements of the 21st cen-
tury. Flexibility, individualization, autonomy 
are touted as the keywords of a natural evolu-
tion, not forgetting of course the competitive-
ness obsession.

Behind the pedestrian "new century" 
argument can be glimpsed the idea that a 
major commodification of life times is neces-
sary to meet unavoidable needs. The idea of 
reducing imposed time – that of paid work or 
domestic chores – in favour of free time is de-
scribed as traditional. Modernity is claimed 
to require new approaches. Setting up a con-
stant increase in productive efficiency time as 
an ideal only to end up with increasingly less 
time to live is a topsy-turvy idea whose logic 
becomes apparent only if we bring into the 
equation the accumulation of profits in the 
honeypots of extreme wealth of our societies.

A conception of historical time based on 
the idea of progress is therefore put to work 
in favour of an age-old employer's demand: 
the freedom to negotiate working hours with 
the least possible interference from public 
regulation.

The requirement of equality leads to 
conflicting findings. Across Europe, women 

are still working far more than men if we 
bring both paid and unpaid tasks into the 
equation. The European Working Conditions 
Survey reports that women employed part-
time work even more than male full-timers. 
It says much that the ten pages of text the 
Commission has put out for a consultation on 
working time contains not a single paragraph 
on the issue of gender equality.

Specific categories of worker are still 
working excessively long hours of anything 
between 48 and 80 hours a week. The abil-
ity to adopt individual derogations from the 
collective rules encourages that. The lack of 
official control over multiple job-holding also 
plays a role.     

Part-time work generally goes together 
with substandard working conditions on the 
lower rungs of the job ladder with few devel-
opment opportunities. Call it constrained or 
voluntary, it is directly connected with the un-
equal distribution of domestic work. It is most 
often a form of one-sided flexibility for the 
employers’ benefit with working hours that 
are rarely negotiable, often inconvenient and 
sometimes split by unwanted interruptions. 
And women are the ones bearing the brunt.

Work intensification is happening eve-
rywhere. It has delivered huge productiv-
ity gains, mostly siphoned off into increased 
profits and a perverse increase in unneces-
sary work, especially through the planned 
obsolescence of many consumer goods.

These factors are behind huge social ine-
qualities. The elite classes may look much less 
like leisured classes than in the past, but they 
still retain a much greater control of time and 
choice of activities than do the working classes.

The debate on the conflict between our 
business model and nature has everything to 
gain from making the reduction of working 
time one of the big challenges for the quality 
of life in our societies.•

Editorial 1/1

Laurent Vogel 
Director, ETUI Health and Safety Department 

Setting up a constant increase 
in productive efficiency time 
as an ideal only to end up with 
increasingly less time to live is a 
topsy-turvy idea.
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Barroso I: a 5-year standstill on health
and safety at work 
Workers were hoping for a better legislative framework, especially to tackle MSDs
and occupational cancers, but the ex-Portuguese PM’s first term heading
the Commission was more taken up with his single-minded pursuit of a rapid
and far-reaching deregulation programme.

European news 1/4

Laurent Vogel
Director, ETUI Health and Safety Department

The head of the EU 
executive’s agenda 
on health and safety 
at work is not readily 
clear.
Image : © John Thys, AFP
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The main case for having a European 
health and safety policy is to prevent the 
functioning of a single market from resulting 
in "social dumping", i.e., an undercutting war 
on working conditions. To avoid that, EU pol-
icy since the late 1970s has been focused on 
harmonizing national laws in order to create 
a rock bottom minimum level of protection.

Legislative harmonization has been 
mainly based on the 1989 Framework Direc-
tive, which focused on two priorities: inte-
grating health and safety into the company's 
strategies, and developing minimum rules for 
various specific risks, sectors or categories of 
workers.

These rules do not lay down specific 
substantive obligations, but rather define 
the content of information obligations. The 
employer has a duty to collect, process, and 
communicate information so as to assess 
risks and define specific policies. Workers 
and their representatives must be consulted.

This content reflects the policy thrust 
of the big health and safety at work reforms 
from the early 1970s on. Instead of laying 
down detailed technical rules for each risk, 
the legislation establishes a clear set of in-
formation obligations and specifies the em-
ployer’s general responsibility - to ensure the 
safety and health of workers in every aspect 
related to the work.

For 20 years, the Commission never cast 
doubt on this approach set going by the 1989 
Framework Directive. The Barroso Commis-
sion’s policy has been the tipping point. In 
2007, the Commission flagged up plans to cut 
the "administrative burdens" on businesses 
by 25%. It left private consultants the job of 
defining what was meant by administrative 
burdens on the basis of a smattering of in-
terviews with employers’ representatives. In 
October 2009, it heralded plans to reduce in-
formation obligations under the Framework 
Directive and the Temporary and Mobile 
Worksites Directive as part of its campaign 
to reduce administrative burdens. The main 
one thrown into question was that on risk as-
sessments in small firms. It also wants the 
number and duration of inspections done by 
health and safety inspection bodies to be cut.

A new European Commission took office in 
November 2004, headed by José Manuel Bar-
roso, the former Portuguese Prime Minister 
who had committed his country to side with 
the US in the invasion of Iraq. In early 2010, 
the Barroso I Commission was succeeded by 
Barroso II. What did those five years bring for 
health and safety at work?

The thing to say before drawing up the 
scoresheet on this period is that the wheels 
of Community action can turn very slowly. 
Various initiatives were developed under 
the Barroso Commission which had actually 
been launched by its predecessor headed by 
Romano Prodi. The many plans to recast EU 
working time legislation, seen by European 
trade unions as attempts to roll back labour 
gains, are a case in point. So it would be un-
fair to lay on one Commission and its Presi-
dent blame that should be shared between 
the successive executives in Brussels. That 
said, the Barroso I Commission has marked 
itself out by its very specific political profile 
on labour/employment issues.

From 2005, it put a new spin on the 
so-called "Lisbon Strategy", a programme 
laid down in 2000 aimed at making the EU 
economy "the most dynamic and competitive 
knowledge-based economy in the world capa-
ble of sustainable economic growth with more 
and better jobs and greater social cohesion, 
and respect for the environment by 2010". 
In 2005, the programme was refocused, and 
its thrust steered towards labour-bashing 

policies. The Barroso I Commission was 
prone to seeing social rights as primarily a 

"burden" to be lightened. Flexibility, compe-
tition, privatization of public services, finan-
cial sector and industry self-regulation were 
prioritized. With staunch backing from the 
United Kingdom, Germany, the Netherlands 
and Denmark, the Commission was to curb 
all ambitious labour standards initiatives.

The 2007 hinge moment

There have been action programmes on 
health and safety at work since 1978. Over 
time, these "programmes" have mutated into 

"strategies". The new and woollier terminology 
which emerged in 2002 has mainly been used 
to justify a withdrawal by the Community in-
stitutions and the Commission in particular.

Improved working conditions that en-
sure the health and safety of workers depend 
on a wide array of factors. Community poli-
cies provide only some of the answers to these 
problems. The link between these EU policies 
and national prevention policies obviously 
plays an important role. Any assessment of 
what the European Commission does must 
look at what falls within its specific remit. Un-
der-resourcing of labour inspection services 
across Europe makes it easier for employers 
to flout their safety obligations, for example, 
but Community policies do not have a shap-
ing role here.     

European news 2/4

The Commission has left private 
consultants the job of defining 
what was meant by administrative 
burdens on the basis of a 
smattering of interviews, chiefly 
with employers’ representatives. 
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Two years before the strategy runs out, 
it is plain to see that the Commission’s ini-
tiatives have been few and indecisively pur-
sued. Key issues for the protection of workers’ 
health are stalled.

One such is work-related cancers - the 
main cause of deaths due to a lack of work-
place prevention. A directive to protect work-
ers against carcinogens was adopted in 1990. 
It has been updated twice. The 2002-2007 
Strategy provided for the Directive to be re-
vised to factor in the experience gained, and 
especially the disturbing fact that the over-
all percentage of European workers exposed 
to carcinogens in the course of their work 
seems not to be falling. Two things were 
particularly important: setting binding ex-
posure limits for carcinogens, and extending 
the Directive to include substances toxic to 
reproduction. So far, between impact stud-
ies based on unverifiable assumptions and 
endless debates on the administrative bur-
den on businesses, the legislative machine 
seems to be at a standstill. It bears pointing 
out that inadequate prevention at the work-
place is thought to account for at least 8% 
of cancers. This means that up to 80,000 
deaths could be avoided if consistent and 
effective prevention policies were pursued. 
Most of these deaths occur among the most 
disadvantaged groups and are concealed by 
the relatively long time that can elapse be-
tween an occupational exposure and the de-
velopment of cancer.

There are also many reasons for the lack 
of movement on musculoskeletal disorders 
(MSDs). MSDs are the most common ailment 
connected with poor working conditions. 
Data from the European Working Conditions 
Survey indicate that about 25% of workers 
suffer from backache and 23% from muscle 
pain.2 The link between these conditions and 
work intensification, unsuitable equipment 
and facilities, organizational constraints and 
monotonous work is beyond doubt. Even so, 
the Commission’s development of a common 
legislative base is painfully overdue. No for-
mal proposal for a directive has yet been pre-
sented, even though the issue has been under 
discussion for at least a decade.

Long working hours are a major risk 
for both MSDs and more general damage 
to health. Work accidents, for example, are 
seen to increase exponentially beyond a 48-
hour working week. Flexible working time is 
a major harmful factor which puts business 
profits before human needs. Non-fixed work-
ing hours that are unpredictable in the me-
dium or long term, night work and weekend 
work are factors that can be linked to health 

Community inaction

In February 2007, the Commission published 
its strategy for 2007-2012. The ambiguity of 
the policy it proposed was reflected in the 
very title of the Communication – Improv-
ing quality and productivity at work: Com-
munity strategy 2007-2012 on health and 
safety at work – while the contents arguably 
made health and safety protection secondary 
to studiously unspecified economic concerns. 
It was also very thin on concrete initiatives. 
The trade union criticism1 of the time  has 
unfortunately not been belied by the facts. It 
was not so much a strategy as a pre-emptive 
justification for Community inaction. The im-
portance of the REACH Regulation adopted 
just weeks before went unmentioned even 
though EU health and safety at work legisla-
tion was lagging far behind some of REACH’s 
innovative principles (e.g., the exclusion of 
reprotoxins from the Carcinogens and Muta-
gens Directive).     
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Stoiber, Deloitte and co.:
"Better Regulation" versus health
and safety at work

The worst onslaught against a joined-up health and 
safety at work policy was launched by the Com-
mission in its Communication of 22 October 2009 
introducing a plan of action to reduce companies’ 
information obligations. The plan forms part of the 
"Better Regulation" campaign and covers thirteen 
different areas. It promises to cut the costs to busi-
nesses by around 40 billion euros a year.

Where the 1989 Framework Directive is concerned, 
the Commission plans to exempt some small 
firms from the obligation to draw up a written 
risk assessment, reduce the number of workplace 
inspections, and encourage Member States to limit 
the transposition of the HSW Directives to the 
minimum requirements they contain.

Scrapping the written risk assessment in small 
firms would create a two tier system where the 
workers in these companies would lose the benefit 
of a preventive approach. Small firms are the ones 
most likely to have most need of a risk assessment 
since they are unused to a systems approach to 
preventing the hazards of work.

The plan is based on calculations of administrative 
costs and the purported reductions achieved by some 

proposals made by a consortium of private consul-
tants headed by the Deloitte group. The consortium 
collected a smattering of data through interviews 
done in a handful of EU states. These data were then 
extrapolated to all EU countries. The consortium 
documents reveal their lack of knowledge of national 
situations and are riddled with nonsensical estimates. 
Writing a work accident report, for instance, is clai-
med to take an average of 1400 minutes in Romania, 
5 minutes in Sweden and 0 seconds in Maltese firms 
with fewer than 50 workers.

This operation was carried out in three stages. 
DG Enterprise oversaw the consortium’s work. 
It was also the support structure for the Stoiber 
Group which took up most of the consortium’s 
proposals. It all resembled nothing so much as 
a ventriloquist act, with DG Enterprise using the 
voice of the consortium of private consultants to 
foist its view onto other areas of the Commission, 
then pushing the Stoiber Group to echo the core 
proposals. It then pushed through a document that 
binds the entire Commission in a kind of Barroso I 
Commission legacy to the Barroso II Commission.

Mr Stoiber has had his term extended by Commis-
sion President Barroso. He also became Chairman 
of the Deloitte Group’s Advisory Board in Novem-
ber 2009. The consortium headed by Deloitte has 
been paid 17 million euros. Not the best way to 
start reducing administrative costs ...

1. See: Vogel, L. (2006) 
New scope for the 
Community health and 
safety at work strategy 
2007-2012, Brussels, ETUI, 
ETUC, 48 p. <www.etui.org>

2. Fourth European 
Working Conditions Survey 
(2005) Dublin, European 
Foundation for the 
Improvement of Living and 
Working Conditions.

3. McLauchlin, A. (2005) 
Wallström vents fury at 
Barroso's REACH retreat, 
European Voice, 13 October 
2005.

4. With the notable 
exceptions of Germany, 
Poland, Bulgaria and 
Sweden.



Autumn-winter 2010/HesaMag #029

by most national laws, the emphasis on a 
management systems approach to health and 
safety at work and on consultation of workers 
have all helped leverage improved prevention 
policies in Europe. This general trend has 
been countered by job insecurity and a weak-
ening of the mechanisms for overseeing what 
goes on in firms. This lack of oversight on em-
ployers’ compliance with the law stems from 
an abdication of their responsibilities by the 
public authorities, exemplified by cutbacks in 
labour inspection resources, and a lesser de-
gree of union influence than in the past.

This has made the positive contribution 
of European health and safety at work policy 
more uncertain today. The gap between the 
worst and best situations between the differ-
ent countries since enlargement to 27 coun-
tries, each country's internal differences 
between relatively protected and completely 
unprotected sectors, and the weakness of 
labour action in this area are all factors that 
may play into a turning of the tide.

Since Mr Barroso’s first presidency, the 
European Commission seems to be ques-
tioning the very idea of harmonizing social 
conditions while maintaining the improve-
ments made. It believes that lowering lev-
els of prevention and increasing flexibility 
and contingent employment could be fac-
tors for competitiveness within the EU and 
with the rest of the world. The legislative 
requirements for health and safety at work 
are now spun as administrative burdens to 
be reduced. Should this policy continue, the 
question that must be asked is: might Com-
munity policy hold back the development of 
the most advanced national health and safe-
ty at work policies?•

collegiality by some Commissioners negoti-
ating a retreat on certain aspects of REACH 
without discussion with their colleagues.3

In these troubled times, DG Social Af-
fairs simply sat on its hands – a course of con-
duct it has steadfastly followed throughout the 
debate. The question now is whether REACH 
will fulfil its promises, whether the ambitious 
reform will deliver meaningful results despite 
the unfavourable political context.

Another incident revealed the determi-
nation of some industry lobbies to get their 
own back for the adoption of REACH, and 
the Commission’s accommodating attitude 
towards their demands. In June 2009, un-
der pressure from chemical multinationals 

- mainly Dow Chemical and Solvay - the Com-
mission decided to extend the derogations for 
using asbestos diaphragms in certain elec-
trolysis plants, even though safer alternatives 
existed and had been made compulsory by 
the national authorities of almost all Europe-
an countries.4 Disturbingly, the only assess-
ment made by the European Commission on 
this matter uncritically took up Dow Chemi-
cal and Solvay’s arguments.

Flexibility and contingent work

For at least 20 years, Community health and 
safety at work policy had been broadly instru-
mental in reviving national debates, reforms 
of varying degrees in different countries and, 
in general, improving national health and 
safety at work policies.

The principles of the 1989 Framework 
Directive, the development of regulations on 
risks overlooked or inadequately addressed 

problems and increasing difficulties in bal-
ancing working life with other aspects of life.

The Barroso I Commission began on this 
by taking up a proposal for a directive drafted 
by the previous Commission which was noth-
ing short of a step backwards in employment 
rights. Union opposition has so far garnered 
support from a majority of MEPs. The Commis-
sion's proposal was scuppered by Parliament.

Following this setback, the Commission 
decided on 24 March 2010 to renew the ini-
tiative through consultation with employers 
and unions. The document put out to con-
sultation is the usual "grab bag" favoured by 
the EU executive, a pick-and-mix assembly of 
a lot of flexibility and invocations of moder-
nity, a smattering of health and safety, and so 
on. Basically, the Commission seems to want 
to keep the individual derogations that are 
against workers’ interests and to argue that 
the International Labour Organization Con-
ventions are mainly appropriate to the coun-
tries where working conditions are poorest. 
The European Trade Union Confederation 
has made clear its unwillingness to negotiate 
a revision of the Directive with the European 
employers, so new initiatives can be expected 
from the Commission before the end of 2010.

The REACH exception

The adoption of the REACH regulation in 
late 2006 was an exception to the failure to 
legislate on risks to health at work. This re-
form of the chemicals marketing rules may 
improve the situation of exposed workers 
and promote research into alternatives to 
the most dangerous chemicals. But REACH 
is not to be credited to the Barroso Commis-
sion – anything but. The period 2005-2006 
witnessed the unedifying sight of a Commis-
sion failing to stand up for its own projects, 
and in which the majority opinion repre-
sented by President Barroso and Industry 
Commissioner Gunter Verheugen could not 
be bothered to hammer matters out with the 
other Commissioners.

That REACH escaped a bad mauling 
is mainly due to the European Parliament 
which, backed by a number of Member States 
and Environment Commissioner Stavros Di-
mas, managed to stick to the requirement for 
an ambitious reform and was able to temper 
the influence of the multinational chemi-
cal industry lobby. The depth of discontent 
within the Commission was revealed in late 
2005 when, in an unprecedented move, its 
Vice-President Margot Wallström publicly 
spoke out against the breach of Commission 
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The period 2005-2006 witnessed 
the unedifying sight of a 
Commission failing to stand up for 
its own projects.
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Cleaning up:
workers
under pressure

Special report 1/22 

The contract cleaning industry is 
a microcosm of the worst health 
impacts of changing working 
conditions over the last thirty 
years. It combines the traditional 
health risks for workers - carrying 
loads, falls, exposure to toxic 
chemicals and biological agents, 
etc. - with so-called emerging 
risks like stress, in particular from 
new management and work 
organization methods.     

This second issue of HesaMag 
tries to shed light on the many 
problems afflicting most of the 
workers in this sector. We thought 
the best way to explore what 
their actual working conditions 

are really like was through a 
journalistic approach combining 
reports, profiles and interviews.     

The workers we met told us about 
the physical pain that dogs them, 
especially the musculoskeletal 
disorders brought on by 
inhumane work paces, irregular 
hours and being always on the 
go. But they were even more 
eloquent about their non-physical 
hurt, not least of all the lack of 
recognition for their work, having 
no clear occupational status and 
not being part of a workforce, the 
feeling of invisibility and isolation 
heightened by non-standard work 
hours, and much more besides. 
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Like most of her 
colleagues, Christine 
has to put up with a 
lack of recognition at 
work, where she feels 
isolated and almost 
invisible. 
Image : © Rob Nelisse
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Fabienne Scandella
ETUI Researcher

The hidden face
of a booming industry
Cleaning has long been a poor relation of industry sector studies. 
Hitherto neglected because "negligible" in terms of jobs and turnover alike, 
three decades of steady growth now demand that it be given more than 
a passing glance. This article spotlights the trends and features of an overlooked 
industry that now employs more than 3.6 million workers in Europe.
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The worst thing for 
most of the cleaners 
talked to is the lack of 
respect for their work.
Image : © Virginie Pirard
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History shows that contracted cleaning serv-
ices are not new. Late 19th century records 
show it as part of the service offering of firms 
in France and Sweden.1 Well into the 20th cen-
tury, however, keeping company premises 
tidy was mainly done by their own employees. 
This meant that the industrial cleaning mar-
ket long remained small, since both demand 
and supply were very limited.

As the 20th century wore on, this situ-
ation would gradually change to give rise to 
an organized, separate industrial cleaning 
sector. The main changes came from the sup-
ply side. By the interwar years, the develop-
ment of detergents and motor-driven vacuum 
cleaners prompted some entrepreneurs to 
move into this profitable niche where mech-
anization and professionalization would at 
some point stimulate demand.

After World War Two, and especially 
from the 1960s onward, the number of clean-
ing firms increased sharply, partly due to the 
relatively low initial investment and the lack 
of licensing requirements. That same decade 
saw the emergence of the first employer com-
bines in many European countries.   

The demand for cleaning services took 
off from the latter half of the 1970s. Faced 
with harsher economic times than in the 
boom decades, firms looked to flexibility-
based strategies to stay competitive. One fa-
voured means was outsourcing, which as the 
name suggests, means contracting out activi-
ties previously done in-house. Unskilled op-
erative jobs, which included cleaning activi-
ties, were the first to be outsourced on a large 
scale thereby creating a demand to match the 
supply that had been developed and organ-
ized over the previous decade.

The sector has experienced steady sharp 
growth ever since, as evidenced by the available 
sectoral indicator trends. The European Fed-
eration of Cleaning Industries (EFCI) reports 
the European cleaning sector’s average mar-
ket penetration rising from 43 to 61% between 
1989 and 2005. In the space of sixteen years, 
therefore, the sector captured an additional 
18% market share while the use of bought-in 
cleaning services overtook in-house cleaning 
from the mid-1990s on (Figure 1, p. 14).     

Unsurprisingly, this remarkable expan-
sion in market coverage has had a knock-on 
effect on the other industry indicators at 
European level. Between 1989 and 2006, its 
turnover increased fourfold at an average 
annual growth rate of 9.7% (Figure 2). At 
the same time, the industry’s business base 

almost quadrupled from 31,809 firms in 1989 
to 129,000 in 2006 (Figure 3).

But while some of this increase comes 
from the pull effect generated by the opening-
up of the market, it also reflects the absence 
of licensing requirements in the industry as 
well as the relatively low initial investment re-
quired.2 In fact, the sector remains typified by 
vast numbers of small and medium-sized or 
even micro enterprises competing against a 
small number of large national or multinational 
firms. Needless to say, the low concentration of 
capital in the sector means that the steadily ris-
ing number of firms has created the conditions 
to make that competition particularly fierce.     

Finally, in a labour-intensive sector like 
cleaning3, market expansion has naturally 
been accompanied by employment growth. 
The European cleaning industry workforce 
rose from 1.65 million in 1989 to 3.6 million 
in 20064 (Figure 4). This growth, however, 
should be interpreted with caution, partly 
because it cannot be equated to net job crea-
tion since much of the increase in the indus-
try workforce is a virtual knock-on effect 
from the transfer of jobs resulting from out-
sourcing, and partly because the industry’s 
employment figures are expressed in terms 
of straight headcount rather than full time 
equivalents. The problem is that part-time 

working is the norm rather than the excep-
tion in an industry whose expansion is driven 
by outsourcing and is subject to unbridled 
intra-industry competition.

Dual control and antisocial hours

Being a labour-intensive sector, it is no sur-
prise that terms of employment and working 
conditions should be affected by subcontract-
ing arrangements and intense intra-industry 
competition. For cleaning activities to be set 
within a subcontracting relationship is not 
without consequences for the industry and 
those who operate in it.     

1. Sauviat C. (1997) Le 
nettoyage industriel : un 
marché de services gouverné 
par la demande. France, 
Etats-Unis, Suède, Paris, 
IRES, Document de travail, 
No. 97.01, February 1997. 

2. Sauviat C. (1997), ibid., 
p. 9.

3. Denis J.-M. (2008) Les 
relations professionnelles 
dans le secteur du 
nettoyage : Du syndicalisme 
en milieu précaire, Paris, 
IRES, Document de travail 
No. 03.08, p. 10.

4. It must be added that 
some of the increase in 
turnover, number of firms 
and industry employment 
have also been contributed 
by the new EU member 
countries.  
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The prevailing dynamic 
of competition is 
strictly determined by 
the firms’ ability to cut 
prices.
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Outsourcing replaces the traditional 
two-way employer-employee relationship 
with a three-way relationship that brings in 
a customer/work specifier. This dislocates 
the employment relationship by diluting the 
employer function to some extent. As a result, 
workers in the sector have to deal with mul-
tiple employers, sometimes with conflicting 
requirements. In short, they are under dual 
control.5

Positioning the sector as a subcontract-
ing industry also undermines the quality of 
employment. Outsourcing is well-known as 
a favoured means of enforcing flexible em-
ployment practices. By farming out certain 
activities to outside service providers, busi-
nesses clearly mean to benefit from a low-cost 
flexibility that they could not have obtained 
from their employees.6 Where hours of work 
are concerned, for example, customers/work 
specifiers can force cleaners to keep non-
standard hours by allowing them only stag-
gered or split working hours that can only be 
worked at antisocial times (early morning, 
late evening or very occasionally overnight).

To meet such requirements that en-
tail the use of large numbers of workers 
within very restricted time slots, part-time 
becomes the standard employment system. 
But, in what is largely a minimum wage in-
dustry, such underemployment adds up only 
to job insecurity for employees who, unless 
they have another job in addition to clean-
ing, often have no other way of providing for 
themselves and their families than to make 
themselves available to work overtime. So do-
ing, they become precisely what the subcon-
tracting firms want them to be: a tractable 
and cheap adjustment variable to cope with 

the vagaries of the business cycle and cus-
tomer/work specifiers’ requirements. In the 
industry, 67% of the workforce is employed 
part-time for an average of 23 hours work per 
week. Only 25% of the hours worked are day-
time hours.7

The requirement to be a subcontract-
ing industry also affects the working condi-
tions imposed on cleaning staff. Outsourcing 
cleaning activities allows customer compa-
nies to farm out both responsibilities and 
risks, while maintaining high performance 
requirements. Playing on market pressure 
and the temporary nature of outsourcing 
contracts, customers/work specifiers are 
pushing service provider firms to cut con-
ditions to the bone in order to earn meagre 
profit margins. Work intensification, faster 
work paces, disregard for and/or cavalier 
attitudes towards their workers’ health and 
safety8 – cleaning equipment and products 
bought on cost grounds without concern for 
health and safety, etc. –, bullying and harass-
ment, all practices that have long proved to be 
effective, especially when directed at work-
ers with no job security, etc. The overriding 
profit motive appears to warrant all tactics, 
even those that damage workers’ health and 
safety. This makes cleaning a back-breaking 
and dangerous job.9

Employment as
an "adjustment variable"

Nor is the intense competition prevalent in 
the sector any more conducive to the devel-
opment of decent employment and working 
conditions. The surfeit of cleaning firms on 
the market does nothing to promote balanced 
business relations between customer firms 
and service providers, since it allows the 

5. Martinez E. (2010) Les 
salariés à l’épreuve de la 
flexibilité, Brussels, Editions 
de l’Université de Bruxelles, 
p. 3.

6. Boltanski L., Chiapello 
E. (1999) Le nouvel esprit 
du capitalisme, Paris, 
Gallimard, coll. nrf essais,  
p. 330-331.
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Figure 1 Market penetration rate, European national markets in 1989, 1994 and 2005 (%)

Figure 2 European cleaning industry turnover, 1989-2006 (billions of euros)
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Figure 3 Number of companies in the European cleaning industry, 1989-2005
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Figure 4 Employment in the European cleaning industry, 1989-2006 (millions)

Sources : EFCI 2007 (Data 
2005) and www.feni.be for 
2006 data
Data for 2004 not available

140 000

120 000

100 000

80 000

60 000

40 000

20 000

0
89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02 03 05 06

89 90 91 92 93 94 95 96 97 98 99 00 01 02 03 04 05 06

4

3,5

3

2,5

2

1,5

1

0,5

0



15 Autumn-winter 2010/HesaMag #02

former to continuously up their demands and 
set the ground rules. This power relationship 
is even more adverse to cleaning firms since 
the very nature of the activity means that cus-
tomers are largely unreceptive to whatever 
competitive advantages a company might be 
able to play up, including quality of service.

As a result, cleaning contracts are still 
largely let out on financial criteria alone, 
commonly referred to as "lowest bid". This 
means that the prevailing dynamic of com-
petition is strictly determined by the firms’ 
ability to cut prices.10 In an industry where 
labour costs account for 75-80% of total op-
erating costs, this puts direct pressure on 
jobs. It means that to put in a bid capable of 
winning a contract, firms are forced to cut 
wage costs – which may simply mean setting 
on the minimum acceptable number of work-
ers to provide the service.

It can also – as has been shown to hap-
pen in many firms, especially smaller ones 
that cannot benefit from economies of scale – 
be achieved through fraudulent management 
practices like undeclared work, multi-tier 

subcontracting, bogus self-employment, etc. 
In all cases, employment is very clearly "the" 
adjustment variable to contend with compe-
tition, as companies play either on its legal-
ity or on its volume, or sometimes both, to 
win contracts. As a result, industry employ-
ment is non-standard (fixed-term contracts, 
temporary work or even no formal contract), 
and does not square with the "normal" form 
of employment that prevailed during the 
Fordist period.

Also, as the number of workers is in-
variably set without regard to the volume of 
work to be done, the pace of work is regularly 
forced, and working conditions generally are 
deteriorating. The sector is being brought to 
its knees by an all-out price war that is driv-
ing service standards down and giving it a 
very poor image.

The conditions of employment, par-
ticularly characterized by non-standard con-
tracts, underemployment and low pay, the 
nature of the activity and the low social value 
generally attached to it, make the cleaning in-
dustry a dumping ground where a workforce 

that cannot find employment elsewhere ends 
up for want of anything else. Looking at the 
composition of the industry workforce, three 
major features stand out.

There is a pronounced gender imbal-
ance - 72% of the workforce is female. How-
ever, this feminization should not overshad-
ow a relatively marked gendered division of 
labour: the majority of women mostly do the 
actual cleaning, while the minority of men 
hold technical or supervisory positions.

It is shunned by indigenous labour, and 
overwhelmingly filled by workers from immi-
grant backgrounds. They are often economi-
cally and socially vulnerable, having no other 
choice but to meekly put up with employment 
and working conditions that are bad for their 
livelihoods and their health.

Finally, it has a low ratio of supervisors 
- 88% of the workforce are manual labourers. 
The job requires few if any skills, meaning that 
the workforce is unskilled or classed as such, 
as can happen with immigrant workers whose 
qualifications obtained abroad are not recog-
nized as equivalent in the host country.•

7. European Federation of 
Cleaning Industries (2007) 
The Cleaning Industry in 
Europe: An EFCI Survey. 
Edition 2007 (Data 2005), 
Brussels, December 2007, 
p. 17-19.

8. In small firms, which 
abound in the industry, 
"health and safety 
provision, skills and cultures 
are often underdeveloped or 
nonexistent" (Bouffartigue 
P., Pendariès J.-R. (2009) 
"Sous-traitance et risques 
professionnels", Health at 
work seminar, Provence-
Alpes-Côte d’Azur, February 
2009, p. 4. <http://www.
lest.cnrs.fr/IMG/pdf/
Pendaries_Bouffartigue.
pdf>. Last access: 
25/06/2010.).

9. Aguiar L.L.M., Herod 
A. (Eds.) (2006) The Dirty 
Work of Neoliberalism. 
Cleaners in the Global 
Economy, Oxford, Blackwell 
Publishing, p. 2.

10. Denis J.-M. (2008), 
ibid., p. 15.
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Promoting "best value" to halt
levelling-down 

Awarding cleaning contracts on the basis of finan-
cial criteria alone is good neither for contractors 
nor workers in the sector. Mindful of this common 
interest, the social partners in the sectoral social 
dialogue (European Federation of Cleaning Indus-
tries and UNI-Europa) decided to develop a guide* 
to encourage organizations awarding contracts for 
cleaning services to bear quality criteria in mind 
when scoring bids.

The guide Selecting best value proposes an 
evaluation framework to enable them to select a 
“contractor, which not only offers a competitive 
price, but also demonstrates the skills and capa-
bilities to provide a high quality, reliable service”. 
With added new criteria, the procedure for 
appointing a sub-contractor should squeeze out of 
the market cleaning firms whose abnormally low 

bids – some price quotes do not even cover labour 
costs – undermine the sustainability of law-abiding 
businesses and the health and safety of their 
workers. Ultimately, the goal of this initiative is to 
establish the conditions for healthy competition, 
which does not systematically drive industry stan-
dards down but rather encourages businesses in 
the sector to invest in the quality of their services, 
including through staff training.

While the best value guide is a commendable 
initiative, and makes a case that public contracting 
organizations are apt to heed when awarding 
contracts, the private sector still remains to be 
won over. And resistance from this quarter is 
stronger.

* Selecting best value – A guide for organisations 
awarding contracts for cleaning services (2003) 
Brussels, European Federation of Cleaning Indus-
tries and UNI-Europa.
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"The schools are cleaner,
but the cleaners are less healthy”
In Spain, cleaning products are making women cleaners seriously ill.
Some are having to stop work altogether, but almost no-one seems to care.
A field study of these workers shows that the prevention system
is not working at all.

Even ordinary cleaning 
products handled daily 
can cause serious 
illnesses.
Image : © Tania Castro
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Rufi Soriano and Dolores Caldeiro set to work 
when the bell sounds the end of lessons. They 
work for a cleaning firm contracted by Valen-
cia Council to clean all the city’s schools. The 
noisy chatter and laughter of pupils has given 
way to empty classrooms and corridors that 
have to be cleaned in as short a time as pos-
sible. This shroud of silence that suddenly en-
velops the school buildings exactly mirrors the 
management of chemical risks in the clean-
ing industry: day in, day out, the women who 
make up most of its workforce handle highly 
toxic chemicals whose effects they know noth-
ing about, but almost no-one seems to care.

Rufi and Dolores both have chronic ill-
nesses – vocal cord paralysis and hand der-
matitis respectively - but neither their com-
pany, the preventive service, nor the health 
insurance organisation countenance that 
their illnesses may be work-related or that 
continuing to handle toxic chemicals could 
affect their health.

The plight of women cleaners attracts 
few media headlines, unless it involves an ac-
cident with irreversible consequences. Which 
is what happened to Nuria Orduña and Ana 
de la Torre, two agency staff working as 
chambermaids at the Barcelona Hilton. They 
cleaned rooms which they did not know had 
been sprayed with pesticide just hours earlier, 
and both have developed multiple chemical 
sensitivity syndrome, among other condi-
tions. Their lives have been turned upside 
down by it: they now have to avoid any expo-
sure to airborne chemicals because their bod-
ies are hypersensitized to certain substances. 
Simply breathing in the scent of a perfume 
triggers a persistent cough, for example.     

Nuria has been recognized as suffer-
ing an occupational accident due to this ex-
posure to pesticides and suffering total work 
incapacity. Ana's plight is far worse even: on 
top of the physical illness from poisoning, 
she is suffering depression from having lost 
the total incapacity pension she has been re-
ceiving since 2001. The top law firm acting 
for the health insurance organisation that 
pays her the benefit appealed the court de-
cision that awarded it to her. The judgement 
was reversed on the basis of an expert report 
claiming that there is no such known disease 
as multiple chemical sensitivity syndrome. 
It took just minutes for the expert to put his 
opinion in. "Not even as long as a visit to the 
doctor", rages Ana. But that is all it took to 
deprive Ana of social security coverage.

Endocrinologist Carmen Valls-Llobet, 
an expert in the effects of chemicals on wom-
en and the author of various publications on 
exposure to pesticides1, was literally aghast 
at the expert report: "There is a wealth of 

medical research published in prestige in-
ternational scientific journals that confirms 
the existence of multiple chemical sensitivity 
syndrome, describing its symptoms and de-
tailing what causes it." Time, then, for a more 
detailed look at each of these cases.

Bleach made up by workers

Rufi Soriano suffers from paralysis of the vo-
cal cords and Reinke’s oedema, diagnosed 
in September 2007. The loss of her voice box 
came about when her firm decided that, to 
avoid having to collect waste packaging, it 
would get its own workers to make up the 
bleach it used. So the employer supplied them 
with bags of powdered sodium hypochlorite 
that they had to pour into the water contain-
ers supplied for the purpose.

"It wasn’t long before the complaints 
started," says workers’ rep Pedro Medina, 

"because the mixing operation gave off acutely 

1. Valls-Llobet, C. (2008) 
"Salut e Influències 
Químiques des del medi 
ambient", in Medi Ambient 
i Salut, Quaders CAPS.

"The huge amount of money that 
goes to fund health surveillance in 
this country only serves to create 
a false sense of security among the 
workers." (Dr Carmen Mancheño)
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irritating vapours." There were other reasons 
for withdrawing the product, too: "The wom-
en told the company that the bags of powder 
were attracting children who were mistaking 
them for sherbet." This clinched it and the 
product was withdrawn, "because our health 
is one thing, but children’s health is a different 
story. No messing around with that", she says.

Following this exposure to bleach 
fumes, Rufi gradually lost her voice. Fear-
ing a tumour, her doctor signed her off work 
in September to undergo a series of medical 
tests. The bleach was not and still is not the 
only highly irritating product that the young 
woman is in daily contact with. To get rid of 
ink stains, she cleans the classroom seats 
every day using a powerful stain remover 
that contains butoxyethanol, a chemical that 
is harmful if inhaled, swallowed, or comes in 
contact with skin.     

Rufi obviously does not have all this in-
formation on the chemicals she handles. She 
has not the faintest idea what an "endocrine 
disruptor" is. She just knows that the stuff 
stinks. On her doctor’s advice, she decided to 
wear a mask: "Since I asked for it, the com-
pany supplies me with masks like they wear 
in hospitals. They aren’t as good as those I 
first bought in a pharmacy because they don’t 
have filters; but that’s what they give me and 
they told me there weren’t any others," says 
the young woman as she gets ready to start 
work. The small room where she stores her 
cleaning equipment reeks of chemicals. This 
is where the product safety sheets should be 
kept. She remembers having seen them once, 
but they are nowhere to be seen now.

I look at the product label to try and 
identify the powerful-smelling pink liquid. 
After getting the safety data sheet via the 
union reps, I see that the information on the 
risks – the R phrases – is incomplete. This 
safety data sheet contains four risk phrases: 
R34 "causes burns" and R20/21/22 "harm-
ful by inhalation, in contact with skin and if 
swallowed". Only the R34 phrase features on 
the label, so the worker could not know the 
risks associated with inhaling the chemical.

Through a project run in Aragon, 
northern Spain, by the Workers’ Commit-
tees (CCOO) trade union and the Institute 
for Work, Environment and Health (ISTAS), 
I can find out simple and understandable in-
formation about the health effects of various 
chemicals.2 Sodium hypochlorite (bleach) 
and butoxyethanol cause irritation of the 
eyes, nose and throat among other things. 
The medical literature links lesions of the vo-
cal cords to various causes, one of which is 

of interviewees said the firm did not supply any, 
and only 56% claimed to use it.

It is also not uncommon for important 
information about risks not to be shown on 
product labels. The same study looked at the 
safety data sheets and labels of 241 chemicals. 
In 22% of cases, the product’s CAS number4 
was not shown on labels, even though this 
is vital for workers to access the safety data 
sheet for it. The R-phrases – i.e., the kind of 
risk it poses - were not there or incomplete in 
29% and 35% of cases respectively. Analysis 
of the safety data sheets found that chemicals’ 
routes of entry into the human body were not 
specified in 28% of cases despite this being 
one of the few bits of information that work-
ers can easily understand.

Various studies on health and social 
inequalities reveal the price paid by women 
cleaners. The Catalonia-based Jaume Bofill 
Foundation published a study on inequal-
ity and health in 2003 showing that women 
cleaning industry workers suffer even worse 
physical and mental health than other male 

inhaled irritants. This information is readily 
found in the medical databases, but the mem-
bers of Rufi’s company preventive service did 
not see fit to inquire into the causes of her ill 
health, nor why she now wears a mask.

This can happen even though the 
Workplace Risk Prevention Act requires that 
health surveillance should be specific to the 
job and the worker. "Since I started work 
again, nobody has asked me about the prob-
lem with my vocal cords. While I was off work, 
the health insurance organisation called me 
three times. I even had a home visit to check 
that I was genuinely off sick, but no-one asks 
me anything any more since I’ve started to 
clean again", Rufi protests.

The young woman was off work for a 
non-occupational illness between Novem-
ber 2008 and January 2009, after which she 
returned to her duties. Five months after re-
turning to work, she underwent the statutory 
medical examination like all her colleagues: 

"I told the occupational doctor about my voice 
box problem. He wasn’t interested. He told 
me I should wear spectacles, that's all", says 
Rufi. And she should indeed wear glasses, as 
should all her co-workers, if the company had 
followed the guidance on the safety data sheet 
for the stain remover which recommends that 
workers should wear protective eyewear be-
cause of splashing risks. While talking to Rufi, 
I notice that her colleague Susana isn’t wear-
ing gloves, "I can’t clean with gloves on", she 
says, clearly heedless of the risks involved in 
using the chemical unprotected.

General lack of information

Rufi and Susana are not exceptions - lack of in-
formation is the general rule. In 2005, CCOO’s 
occupational health service for the Valencia 
region carried out a wide-ranging research 
study on chemical hazards in the cleaning sec-
tor.3 560 female (88%) and male (12%) clean-
ing industry workers employed in a total of 117 
firms were surveyed. Only 28% of these 560 
people claimed to have the safety data sheets 
for chemicals used every day. Even fewer (17%) 
knew the names of the chemicals they were us-
ing, suggesting that a problem exists with un-
derstanding the sheets. More worryingly, 55% 
of interviewees did not know the symptoms 
of acute poisoning, and 70% had no idea what 
long-term effects the chemicals they use at work 
might have. Only 38% of those interviewed 
knew what to do in an emergency involving a 
large-scale accidental exposure. Where per-
sonal protective equipment is concerned, 40% 
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2. Reducción del 
uso de tóxicos en la 
limpieza: capacitación 
de trabajadoras de 
limpieza para prevenir 
riesgos químicos, CCOO 
Aragón’s Departamento 
de Medio Ambiente, and 
Trade Union Institute of 
Work, Environment and 
Health (ISTAS). II Catálogo 
Aragonés de Buenas 
Prácticas Ambientales, 
Government of Aragon.

3. Identificación del Riesgo 
químico en el sector de 
limpieza en la Comunidad 
Valenciana, Gabinete de 
Salud Laboral CCOO - País 
Valencià.
 
4. The CAS (Chemical 
Abstracts Service) number 
unequivocally identifies a 
chemical.  Approximately 
30 million compounds 
have been assigned a CAS 
number to date.

5. Les desigualtats socials 
en salut a Catalunya 
(2003) Centre d’Anàlisis i 
Programmes Sanitaris and 
Jaume Bofill Foundation.
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manual workers.5 Even without knowing this, 
Rufi’s mother, Evencia, is clear about the 
problem. Now retired, she was also a school 
cleaner for 38 years. In her day, cleaners 
swept the floor with wet sawdust and cleaned 
the seats with an ordinary detergent. "It was 
quite hard to get rid of the foam", she re-
calls. When I ask her to compare the results 
of these old-style products with those her 
daughter uses today, the answer is short and 
sweet: "The schools are cleaner now, but the 
women are less healthy." The use of chemicals 
in cleaning stems directly from an organiza-
tion of work that aims to maximise profits but 
discounts workers’ health.

One of Rufi’s workmates, Dolores Cal-
deiro, suffers from chronic dermatitis of the 
hands and a recently diagnosed malfunction-
ing thyroid gland (hyperthyroidism). The der-
matologist who diagnosed the dermatitis says 
it comes from using chemicals like the stain 
remover concerned, but that’s it: no sugges-
tion of an occupational disease, or preventive 
service investigation – end of story. Dolores 
decided to buy herself cotton gloves to wear 
under the work-supplied rubber gloves. "We 
now know that the stain remover we use is an 
endocrine disruptor, but we have used very 
different products. We’ve even cleaned with 
petroleum spirit."

Health surveillance is not working

These women workers question the point of a 
health surveillance system run by people who 
have no idea what products are used at work 
and seem not to care about the clearly work-
related origin of some chronic conditions. 
The plight of these women is not exceptional. 
While researching this article, I learned that 
the 400 women working for Valencia’s La 
Fé Hospital cleaning contractor had under-
gone the mandatory medical checks a few 
days before. The abnormally low readings of 
a spirometry test used to diagnose asthma 
worried Juana Mari, one of the company’s 
employee reps, who had been alerted to it by 
a sick workmate.

She wondered whether the doctor who 
had examined her knew what products she 
had been exposed to and whether if she had 
known, she might have interpreted the re-
sults differently. I googled up the details of 
the doctor who examined Juana Mari and 
many of her workmates and contacted her 
to explain about my report on how preven-
tion works in the cleaning industry. I said 
I knew she had recently health-screened a 
large group of women workers in the La Fé 
Hospital. Dr Barbera agreed to a meeting, 
and I asked whether she knew the chemical 

hazards that the workers she had just exam-
ined were exposed to, and if she knew what 
chemicals they use on a daily basis. She ad-
mitted to not knowing what chemicals these 
workers handle, but was certain that the head 
of the preventive service knew, and that it was 
on the basis of that information that the com-
pany occupational health doctor had ordered 
a series of examinations. It was arranged that 
the doctor concerned would contact me. That 
never happened, and my call to the preven-
tive service was cut off in mid-conversation 
for no apparent reason.

Dr Carmen Mancheño, an occupa-
tional health doctor and coordinator of the 
CCOO-Madrid occupational health service, 
is weary of condemning this kind of situa-
tion. "The huge amount of money that goes 
to fund health surveillance in this country 
only serves to create a false sense of security 
among the workers", says Dr Mancheño. "In 
99% of the cases I have seen, no connection is 
ever made between the workers’ health prob-
lems and the risks they are exposed to, and 
health surveillance does nothing to help im-
prove the preventive system", she adds.

As an occupational health specialist, 
she sees very serious consequences from a 
health surveillance system that is not doing 
its job: "The perception of risk from chemi-
cals is very poor. Bleach is replaced with a 
solvent that causes liver disease and affects 
the central nervous system, but the workers 
are not told. It is hard to persuade them to 
take precautions when using these products. 
The women corroborate the information that 
comes from their workmates, and they fol-
low the doctor’s orders out of respect, but the 
health surveillance system is not working", 
concludes Carmen Mancheño.

Shattered lives

The cases of Rufi, Dolores and Juana Mari 
show up the failings of the preventive sys-
tem. But those of Nuria Orduña and Ana de la 
Torre also illustrate the failure of the mecha-
nisms to compensate harm.

Nuri and Ana were employed in March 
1999 by a temporary staffing agency that sup-
plied chambermaids to the Barcelona Hilton. 
A bed bug infestation required three floors 
of the hotel to be sprayed with pesticide. The 
two women workers went into the rooms be-
fore the end of the safety waiting interval and 
came in contact with organophosphate com-
pounds, wearing only rubber gloves by way 
of protective equipment. "I was about to go 

A "chemical accident" 
put Nuria and Ana out 
of work for good.
Image : © Tania Castro
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lawyers for the health insurance organisation 
responsible for paying the benefit have ap-
pealed the judgements: "They have nothing 
to lose and our problems mean nothing to 
them", says Ana. In her case, Catalonia’s High 
Court of Justice, finding one of the appeals 
admissible, advised the labour court which 
had recognized the work incapacity to base 
its decision not just on the health and safety 
inspectorate reports, but also to rule on the 
merits – no easy task for a judge who lacks 
the resources in expertise that are available 
to administrative authorities.

In response, the labour court appoint-
ed an expert who challenged the trial deci-
sion without even examining the patient or 
consulting her medical records which were 
drawn up on the basis of examinations by 

different specialists and reported multiple 
chemical hypersensitivity syndrome, chronic 
fatigue syndrome, vagotonia associated with 
hypersecretion of growth hormone, a neuro-
logical syndrome, and endocrine disruption 
associated with oestrogen hypersecretion.

However, "Ana suffers from no disa-
bling disease because these diseases do not 
exist", the court-appointed expert had the te-
merity to write in his report.

Because of one of these "nonexistent" 
syndromes, however, Ana has been oper-
ated for a tumour caused by hypersecretion 
of growth hormone. And as Dr Valls-Llobet 
reports, nine other women who have also 
been exposed to organochlorine pesticides 
have had to be operated for the same type 
of tumour.•

home when the agency manager called me to 
ask me to do some overtime. She said it was to 
get the rooms ready for a group booking who 
would be arriving late at night", says Nuria.

In fact, the job was to clean the rooms 
which they did not know had been sprayed. 
Nor was the staffing agency manager any wis-
er. Nuria recalls that day: "When we went into 
the room, we had no idea what was going on. 
We were just told not to take the gloves off and 
only clean with plain water. All the furniture 
was pushed against the wall. Everything was 
covered in a fine whitish-grey dust that was 
pouring out of the skirting boards, carpets and 
the curtains, which hadn’t been pulled back."

The next day, they were back cleaning 
the same rooms again because the dust kept 
on spreading. "I was coughing a lot and the 
hotel’s housekeeper told me not to worry and 
just drink some water," says Nuria. "That 
day, we drank all the water stored in the floor 
pantries6, which the doctors reckon saved us", 
she says. At this point, one of the hotel’s own 
chambermaids called the supervisor to say 
they could not stay there; the supervisor told 
them to come down. The next day, the com-
pany occupational health service made out 
a work accident report on the seven women 
workers who had cleaned the rooms and were 
showing symptoms of irritation on the face, 
forearms and knees, a rash, rhinitis and itch-
ing around the eyes.     

The health and safety inspectorate 
took samples of the dust from the rooms for 
analysis; residues from several toxic chemi-
cals7 were found to be present. Dr Francisca 
López of the Government of Catalonia’s Occu-
pational Safety and Health Centre in Barce-
lona has drawn up a detailed medical report 
on the accident and the symptoms of these 
patients, which was annexed to the Ministry 
of Labour decision levying a 72,000 euro fine 
on the companies involved. Since being ex-
posed, these workers have suffered from neu-
ropsychological problems, hypersensitivity 
to chemicals, short-term memory loss, men-
strual disorders and autoimmune disease, 
according to medical reports written by Dr 
Carmen Valls-Llobet and Dr Julián Márquez. 
The following year, Dr López and Dr Obiols8 
identified 16 cases of exposure to pesticides 
in the province of Barcelona, totalling 314 ex-
posed workers, 184 of whom are suspected of 
having been affected and 27 of whom are suf-
fering from serious ailments.

Nuria and Ana’s work and private lives 
have been shattered by this accident. They 
have been found to be suffering total incapac-
ity for work by various court decisions. But 

6. Service and rest rooms 
provided for housekeeping 
staff on each floor.

7. Cyfluthrin, diazinon, 
tetramethrin, piperonyl 
butoxide and permethrin.

8. Obiols, J., López. F. 
(2000) “Plaguicidas de uso 
ambiental. Un riesgo poco 
conocido pero con graves 
efectos” in porExperiencia, 
ISTAS.

There are alternatives …

Progress can be made when union clout is backed 
up by appropriate technical support. This is what 
happened with the project on replacing dangerous 
workplace chemicals set up by the Workers’ 
Committees (CCOO) union with the Institute for 
Work, Environment and Health (ISTAS). Some of 
the replacements have been in the cleaning sector. 
CCOO-Aragon’s environmental department has 
been training prevention reps in the cleaning sector 
since 2000, and has educated and trained repre-
sentatives of over a thousand workers in the sector. 
One key aspect was to train workers to ask for and 
interpret information on chemicals and their ha-
zards. This was where the union involvement kicked 
in. With ISTAS’ advice, CCOO’s occupational health 
service proposes replacing dangerous chemicals 
with alternatives which company representatives 
often claim not to know about.     

Some moves have had conclusive results. For 
instance, using advice from the CCOO-Madrid 
occupational health secretariat, the shop 
stewards’ committee of a cleaning services firm 
working in Madrid schools managed to get the 
contract documents to include an undertaking 
that the successful bidder would use products 
with a low impact on the environment and 
human health. This includes using low-
phosphate and –phosphonate biodegradable 
detergents, not using hazardous or carcinogenic 
products, ones that deplete the ozone layer or 
exceed volatile organic compounds (VOC) limit 
levels, and not using products that contain 
irritants. Also, window cleaning products 
must be ethanol-free. Drains and pipes will be 
unblocked mechanically rather than chemically. 
And disinfectants may not contain acids, 
corrosive chemicals, CFCs, methanol or other 
hazardous chemicals.
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Interview by
Denis Grégoire
Editor

"They’re worn-out in every respect"
Yves Roquelaure heads the Laboratory for Ergonomics and Epidemiology 
in Occupational Health, a research unit linked to the University of Angers 
and the French Institute for Public Health Surveillance (INVS). 
He coordinated a large-scale epidemiological survey on upper limb 
musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) in the Pays de la Loire region in 2002.

Did your survey in the Pays de la Loire
region find a high prevalence of MSDs in
contract cleaning services?

YR — In our survey, as in others, cleaning work-
ers - both those working in industry and in pri-
vate homes - rank among the jobs most at risk 
of MSDs. Their main complaints are low back 
pain, shoulder pain and carpal tunnel syn-
drome1 (see tables, p. 22). It’s a finding made in 
clinical practice, by occupational health doc-
tors, and our own epidemiological data.

Do the findings show the "epidemic"
of MSDs in contract cleaning worsening
in recent years?

YR — In what we’re doing, we aren’t seeing 
an increase but that is likely due to the level 
already being extremely high. 70% of people 
complain of pain and a significant number of 
these are chronic back pain or chronic shoul-
der pain from being exposed to an absolutely 
enormous workload. It is not so different 
from bricklaying, but the back-breaking na-
ture of cleaning is generally underestimated.

Are MSDs a factor for being put out
of work in this kind of job?

YR — The people you find in these jobs are 
already vulnerable, either young people 
who will gradually start to suffer, or people 
who already have a main job and are doing 

a second job in cleaning, usually in private 
homes. MSDs are indeed very much the lead-
ing cause of being out of work in cleaning 
services firms, well ahead of allergies.

Quebec studies have shown that getting
people with work-related MSDs back to work
may have therapeutic benefits. Does this
apply to cleaning workers, too?

YR — I can’t see it being easily done in this 
sector. They are quite unstructured jobs. The 
people often work alone, in a highly frag-
mented way, to very tight time constraints. 
They often work in the morning, with stag-
gered or split working hours, cleaning office 
by office, spending 2 or 3 minutes per office, 
etc. So the basic options as to what you can 
do in terms of the individual are quite limited. 
To get them back to work as part of therapy 
entails giving a lot of thought to work organi-
zation so as to ease the returnees back into 
increasingly demanding duties. But to start 
with, they must be started on very much 
lighter duties, which generally can’t be done 
in this kind of business.

What’s the psychological state of the
cleaners that you see?

YR — The main thing about them is that they 
are worn-out. There’s no other word for it – 
they’re worn-out in every respect. Most of 
the people I see are between 40 and 55, often 

1. Carpal Tunnel Syndrome 
is a condition affecting 
the hand and wrist. The 
carpal tunnel is a space 
in the wrist surrounded 
by wrist bones and by a 
rigid ligament that links 
the bones together (from 
the Canadian Centre for 
Occupational Health and 
Safety website).
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Table 1 Prevalence of pain and MSDs among cleaners*

Numbers 
(n =)

Prevalence of upper 
limb pain during the 
last 12 months (%)

Prevalence of low back 
pain during the last 12 
months (%)

Prevalence of 
diagnosed MSDs 
(%)

Men  20  50  35   20

Women  33  66.7  45.5   9.1

Total  53  60.4  41.5   13.2

n-53
Source : Institut de veille sanitaire, LEEST

Table 2 Cleaners exposure to general risk factors

% employees exposed 

Highly repetitive upper limb movements > 4 hours per day  30.8

Breaks < 10 minutes per hour if movements are highly repetitive 7.7

Handling loads heavier than 4 kg more than four hours per day 42.2

High psychological demands 5.8

Low social support 34

Source : Institut de veille sanitaire, LEEST

* This section of the French nomenclature of occupations and occupational categories (PCS  
No: 6891) includes employees responsible alone or as part of a small team for cleaning industrial 
or institutional/commercial premises (offices, etc.). The occupations of cleaning lady (in a private 
home, school or health facility, hotel), caretaker and machine servicing operative are excluded 
from this category.

women who have had a hard life. They’re suf-
fering from upper limb MSDs, which have big 
psychological effects. These are people who 
have a very difficult job making ends meet. 
They often combine psychological distress, 
not to say depression and in any event anxie-
ty, with chronic pain. When you add all those 
together, there is a very big risk of their hav-
ing to stop work. And when they have stopped 
work, it’s extremely difficult to get them back 
into it. What makes them an even more at-
risk group is that it is not easy to carry out 
prevention in this sector.

Are cleaning-related MSDs recognized
as occupational diseases?

YR — If it is a condition included in the sched-
ule of occupational diseases, like carpal tun-
nel syndrome, professional cleaners will have 
no more difficulty than any other occupation 
in getting the occupational original of their 
ailment recognized. Everyone knows how 
gruelling this kind of work is.

The problem is that these people are 
often suffering chronic pain not necessarily 
linked to a specific disease. It is highly debili-
tating chronic pain, but doesn’t classify as an 
occupational disease in the French system, 
or that of any other European country. For 
example, "ordinary" low back pain, which is 
nothing out of the ordinary for doctors but 
can be very debilitating, is not recognized as 
an occupational disease in France. Slipped 

discs are recognized, but not chronic low 
back pain, even though that is 10-20 times 
more common. Someone with highly disa-
bling chronic low back pain may be unable to 
work but will not be recognized as having an 
occupational disease. It’s a glaring injustice. 

Trade unions have condemned the
increasingly faster work paces forced on
workers in the sector. How do we break with
this "do more, do it quicker" attitude?

YR — In my view, prevention can only be done 
at the industry level to ensure that the best 
employers are not penalized for being a lit-
tle more costly than the others. Trade un-
ions have a key role to play because these are 
workers who tend not to be unionized; they 
are isolated, weakened, in small or big firms 
which are fiercely competitive. So the balance 
of power is very much against them. And that 
could well be one of the causes of MSDs in 
the sector, with constant financial pressure, 
pressure to increase performance, and lower 
prices for years putting very considerable 
pressure on the cleaners.•

More on the work done by
Yves Roquelaure

—  Attributable Risk of Carpal Tunnel Syndrome Ac-
cording to Industry and Occupation in a General 
Population, Arthritis & Rheumatism, Vol. 59,
No. 9, September 15, 2008, p. 1341–1348.

—  Surveillance Program of Neck and Upper Limb 
Musculoskeletal Disorders: Assessment Over a 
4 Year Period in a Large Company, Annals of Oc-
cupational Hygiene, 48(7), 2004, p. 635-642.

—  Work status after workers’compensation claims 
for upper limb musculoskeletal disorders, Occup 
Environ Med, No. 61, 2004, p. 79-81.

—  Active epidemiological surveillance of work-
related musculoskeletal disorders (WMSDs) in a 
shoe factory, Occup Environ Med, 59(7), 2002, 
p. 452-458.



23 Autumn-winter 2010/HesaMag #02 Special report 14/22

Fabienne Scandella
ETUI Researcher

A dirty job,
but somebody’s got to do it …
A survey over several months of contract cleaning sites in Brussels 
and London uncovered the forms of managerial arrangement that work to deny 
cleaners the social and occupational recognition they aspire to. They create 
conditions that are a breeding ground for psychosocial disorders.

Repulsion and disgust are universal reactions 
to filth and soiling. In most societies, contact 
with them is shameful and surrounded by ta-
boos, purification rites and a raft of social do’s 
and don’ts. The Indian caste system is prob-
ably the best-known example of the institu-
tionalization of these prescribed norms. The 
castes assigned tasks involving contact with 
bodily emissions, organic waste and death are 
viewed as impure and consigned to the bot-
tom rung of the social status ladder. The aver-
sion principle, based on fear of contamination, 
ensures that they keep their distance by pre-
scribing intra-caste endogamy and establish-
ing a set of social rules relating to the physical 
and social distance to be kept from members 
of other castes. This is why, given the nature of 
the activities reserved for them, the untouch-
ables are effectively “outcasts”, assigned to the 
bottom-most rung of the social ladder and, as 
their name suggests, forbidden any physical 
contact with members of other castes.1

The extreme nature of the prescriptions 
associated with the Indian caste system has 
long been disapproved of in Western societies, 
where the application of such radical princi-
ples would be quite simply unthinkable. And 
yet Western societies are not free of aversion 
to soiling – in the broadest sense - and the in-
dividuals whose work brings them into close 
contact with it. In the 1950s, the American so-
ciologist Everett Hughes found that a host of 
occupations are socially deprecated because 
of their physical closeness to bodily emis-
sions, filth or death. He also revealed that the 
stigma which typifies what he called "dirty 
work" is passed onto the individuals who do it 
by association with the object of their labour, 
as the "personification" of it.2 They are gen-
erally made to feel that degradation by a lack 
of deference or respect, by being talked down 
to, acts of discrimination, and even to the ex-
tremes of avoiding contact.3

Nothing is clearer than cleaning’s 
connection with fouling, which classifies it 
beyond doubt as "dirty work". My own sur-
vey of the cleaning sector bears out the way 
those who do this job are daily disrespected 
through abusive treatment and institutional 
distancing mechanisms.

Disrespect

Cleaning workers face two sources of disre-
spectful treatment in their daily work: from 
those who benefit from their work, and from 
their own superiors. Cleaners get the message 
from the evidence left by the former. A Ghana-
ian cleaner who works nights in the London of-
fices of an international bank said: "They throw 
their rubbish on the floor instead of in their 
wastebasket. People are like that - they think, 

"Oh the cleaners’ll be coming in to clear it up."
A Moroccan cleaner working in Brus-

sels has the same kind of feeling: "If we find 
the toilets in a disgusting state, we write: 

"Please leave the toilets clean and tidy", and 
the next day when you come back, it's as if 
they’ve done it on purpose!"

It’s a fact of daily life that the clean-
ers have got used to, even though it shows 
contempt and disregard for them. But there 
are also more extreme expressions of dis-
respect, like that reported by a Cameroon 
cleaner, working in the offices of a London-
based multinational: "At one point, there was 
one particular person who kept on ‘doing his 
business’ on the floor [...] I said to the women: 

"Don’t clean it up. He’s doing it on purpose! 
Don’t clean it up. Call the manager and show 
it to him! That’s not our job. Don’t do it!"

Faced with such extreme and degrad-
ing cases, the cleaners often make it a point of 
honour to rebel, to lay down the limits of their 
job and the amount of stigmatisation they are 

1. Deriving from the 
Portuguese word casta, the 
very term "caste" means 
"that which is not mixed”. 
Read about the caste 
system: Deliège R. (1993) 
Le système des castes, Paris, 
Presses universitaires de 
France, coll. Que sais-je ? 
and Douglas M. (2001) De 
la souillure. Essai sur les 
notions de pollution et de 
tabou, Paris, La Découverte, 
coll. Poche. 

2. Read about "dirty 
work": Hughes E.C. (1951) 
"Work and the Self", in 
Rohrer J.H., Sheriff M. 
(Eds.), Social psychology at 
the crossroads, New York, 
Harper & Brothers, p. 313-
323; Hughes E.C. (1958) 
Men and their works, 
Glencoe, Free Press; Hughes 
E.C. (1962) "Good people 
and dirty work", Social 
Problems, 10, p. 3-11.

3. Ashforth B.E., Kreiner 
G.E. (1999) "'How Can You 
Do It?': Dirty Work and the 
Challenge of Constructing 
a Positive Identity", The 
Academy of Management 
Review, Vol. 24, No. 3, 
p. 413-434.
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willing to put up with. In cases like these, they 
tend to have more scope for reacting than when 
the disrespect comes from their own superiors, 
which seems very common in the business.

One cleaner said: "Once we were in the 
lift and the assistant manager said [right in 
front of us]: "I'm not getting in the lift with 
them." So she waited and took the next one. 
Our supervisor is Ghanaian. My team has one 
lady from Nigeria, two from Ghana and one 
from Sierra Leone. We're used to working to-
gether. So at one point, our supervisor start-
ed calling us 'My ladies'. The assistant man-
ager turned round to the supervisor and said, 

"Who are you calling your ladies? You don’t 
call them ladies! They aren’t ladies!" Nobody 
said anything back, because the more you say, 
the more you get it indirectly taken out on 
you. So nobody said anything back. You have 
to stay calm, do your job and go home."

Talking about their direct supervisor, 
two Colombian women cleaners who work 
the day shift in a big insurance firm based in 
the City of London say:

"That supervisor treats us like dirt, he 
humiliates us.

— He uses vile language to us.
— The last one was what he said to me. I was 
outside and there were no witnesses. I was 
just sticking a notice on a wastebasket. He 
said: “Stick it there!" But it was special sticky 
tape and I didn’t know. So he started in on 
name-calling "dopey bloody tart, stupid cow!"

The cleaning agents suffer regular belit-
tlement and insults, but their precarious situ-
ation allows them no real way of demanding 
the respect they are denied. 

Avoidance by design

As a service activity, cleaning should cre-
ate a service relationship. But outsourcing 
and competition let customer firms ignore 
the staff who are cleaning their premises. 
By arranging their cleaning duties outside 
busy times and keeping them well away 
from other workers – cleaners’ cubby holes 
are often situated in basements or car parks 

– customer firms purposefully make their 
cleaning workers invisible by designing out 
the co-presence that could create service re-
lationships – i.e., contacts between cleaning 
workers and the workers that benefit from 
their services. While this institutionalised 
distancing is regularly excused away by 

"practicalities" - to avoid interference with 
service recipients’ work - the zeal with which 
it is enforced suggests other considerations 
may be in play. Many cleaners are clear that 
the nature of the work they do is part of the 
reason for keeping them out of sight in time 
and space.

One cleaning team leader working in 
government offices has this to say on work-
ing hours: "The fact is that we do a job where 
you don’t get to see people. My feeling is that 
they make sure we’re out of the way before 

staff start arriving, so that there’s no contact 
between us. I always wonder why we couldn’t 
start our job at 8 o'clock in the morning. Why? 
What’s the problem? We’d start at 8, finish at 
11. Where’s the problem? We’d have contacts 
with people; there’d be fewer complaints be-
cause people would be able to ask directly if 
they needed something. We’d do the offices 
in work hours. If need be, we could wait the 
vacuuming to late afternoon."     

A cleaner of Bulgarian origin employed 
in Brussels, offended by the instructions to 
go via the car park so as not to pass through 
some of the concourses she helps keep clean 
has the ironic comment: "They’d flush us out 
through the drains if they could!"

An overdue identity 

Cleaning workers are painfully aware that the 
lack of respect and systematised distancing 
they undergo are based on a personification 
process through which they are pretty much 
equated with the object of their labour: dirt. 
One woman cleaner explains the correspond-
ence principle she suspects to be at work be-
hind the blank looks of staff on the site she 
cleans at: "They wouldn’t talk to a rubbish 
bin, so they don’t talk to you."

Similarly, when asked about his nega-
tive attitude towards his job, a team leader 
hastens to clarify: "It's not me that looks 
down on it, it's them we work for who look 
down on it: we’re cleaners, so we’re like some-
thing on the bottom of their shoe. [...] They 
[the customers] think that because we’re 
cleaners, we’re just crap. That's what gets me."

For cleaning workers, the expressions of 
disrespect and distancing are all evidence of 
their inferior status and make it hard to iden-
tify positively with their job.

"We’re at the bottom of the ladder. 
Who’s below us? Nobody. OK, you can trot 
out stuff like "a job’s a job, this is Europe, it 
makes no difference". Well, all I can say to 
that is, “yeah, right!” 

In conditions like these, many clean-
ers have a hard time maintaining a robust 
and enduring self-esteem. Many, too, feel 
embarrassed or worthless. In reality, the 
expressions of disrespect and avoidance 
measures act to deny workers in this in-
dustry the social and professional recogni-
tion to which they like most other workers 
aspire. In societies where the job you do is 
a lot of who you are, it is hardly surprising 
that such barriers to developing a positive 
professional identity cause severe psychoso-
cial conditions.•

Ever bigger areas 
to clean per hour. 
Workers pay a heavy 
price for the unbridled 
competition between 
cleaning firms.
Image : © Vincen Beeckman

Read more

—  Scandella F. (2009) "Travail invisible dans un 
secteur de relégation : la double condition des 
nettoyeurs de bureaux", Les mondes du travail, 
n° 7, juin 2009, p. 75-86.

—  Scandella F. (2009) "‘Les cols bleus des cols 
blancs’ ou le déni d’une relation de service. Le 
cas du secteur du nettoyage dans le quartier 
européen de Bruxelles", in Appay B., Jefferys S. 
(coord.), Restructurations, précarisation, valeurs, 
Toulouse, Octarès, p. 311-324. 
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Standing out among the invisible
An early thirty-something with already more than a decade in cleaning
behind him, the young Moroccan landed in the capital of Europe with dreams
of becoming a lawyer. He clearly has drive, but for now has to settle for using
it to help the unseen workforce.

He passed his first year’s studies in Bel-
gium with little difficulty, despite having little 
interest in the course. But it is not in the Mo-
roccan tradition for men to live off their par-
ents after a certain age and anyway, Anass had 
meanwhile met the woman who was to become 
his wife and the mother of his two daughters.

"In Morocco, a man has to provide for his 
family. So I had to work at the same time as 
studying. I started out washing dishes in a res-
taurant, but the pay was very poor and some-
times the owner didn’t pay at all. Someone I 
knew pointed me towards cleaning where 
the pay was a bit better, but mainly you have 
a proper contract and the certainty of getting 
paid at month-end", said the young man.

Union steward and chargehand

A regular pay-packet, but also physical con-
straints that soon forced him to drop his 
studies to build up overtime, going from one 
site to the next. One of his worst memories is 
cleaning a supermarket. "There were just two 
of us to clean up the store – obviously – but 
also the warehouses and car park. And it all 
had to be done between 6:00 and 9:00 each 
morning. The customer toilets were the worst. 
Some people are just filthy - I can’t tell you 
what we had to clean up ... And then there 
were the snide remarks from some supermar-
ket staff reading their paper and coming out 
with: "Another mugging. Oh look, a Moroc-
can again."

The supermarket in the morning, the 
offices of big multinationals in the evening. 
Coming in as a student "dental technician", 
within a few months Anass had become a "hy-
giene maintenance technician", as they call it 
in the trade nowadays.

It’s a job where you have to buckle down 
to it, and never answer back under any cir-
cumstances. While the former is no problem, 
the latter just isn’t really him. "I put the care-
taker of an office building who was bossing 
me around in his place. He complained to my 

At 32, Anass Nadi has already done the clean-
ing industry from A to Z. Starting out as a 
cleaner while still a student, he has since 2005 
been a chargehand for the company contract-
ed to clean the Berlaymont - the European 
Commission’s famous star shaped building in 
Brussels. A "good job" for an industry where 
he seems never to have wholly fitted in, how-
ever. A sharp shirt unbuttoned to below the 
neck under a black leather jacket, sporting a 
silver-plated watch, a cheeky grin for a pretty 
passing face, the young man is a million miles 

from the stereotypical cleaner, apart maybe 
from the fact of being Moroccan. By far most 
workers in this sector in Brussels are immi-
grants or with immigrant backgrounds.

He arrived in the European capital 
as an 18-year-old in the early 1990s with a 
modern literature degree hoping to study law. 

"But my uncles, who had been living in Brus-
sels for several years, had actually enrolled 
me in a dental technician college because the 
fees were much lower than the university", he 
says, still regretfully.     

Despite the risks, some 
union officials force a 
showdown.
Image : © Vincen Beeckman
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managers and I was transferred elsewhere 
straight away. The phrase ‘the customer is al-
ways right’ still applies in this game."

But a strong character can also help open 
doors. "Looking presentable, being able to put 
my point across clearly and even my pugna-
cious side have played in my favour", he admits.

His aunt, a union steward of 30 years’ 
standing, seized on her nephew’s education to 
get his help in reading the documents she gets 
from her union. "Barring the odd "special case" 
coming to Belgium to pursue their education, 
like one colleague who is doing his doctorate in 
mathematics, there aren’t many educated peo-
ple in our industry. And if you are, there’s every 
likelihood that the unions will try and get you 
to stand in the workplace elections."

Union steward and chargehand, the 
"double duty" is common in the industry. Be-
ing appointed to a union office often results in 
being given bigger responsibilities or benefits 
by the employer. Anass Nadi readily admits, 

"You wear two hats. You get in the loop despite 
yourself. Nobody’s going to turn down promo-
tion, a company car, bonuses, a pay rise. The 
problem is when people go into union activity 
just for their own benefit or protection."

Undercutting

There can be a fine line between "perks" 
and "dodgy dealing". The cleaning sector is 
a fiercely competitive marketplace. And in 
order to win contracts, especially those with 
European institutions, companies quote arti-
ficially low prices. And to still turn a profit on 
the contract, bidders may be tempted to over-
step the bounds of legality. Anass Nadi viv-
idly remembers the "moonlighting" scandal 
uncovered in the Commission in 2007. The 
cleaning firms which then had the contract to 
clean the EC’s offices had set up a fraudulent 
scheme, contracting the work out to a firm 
that employed undeclared workers.1

"The outsourcing thing would probably 
never have happened if the tendering rules 

hadn’t been so ultra-free market that the one 
who bids 10 when the competition quotes 15 
wins the contract", fumes the young union 
steward.

This undercutting war eventually 
rubbed off on the workplace relations be-
tween EU officials and the outside firms’ 
employees. "Some Commissioners’ private 
staff want cleaners at their beck and call, i.e., 
working exactly when they want. They want 
their office cleaned at 6.30 am on the dot and 
not a second later or they lodge an official 
complaint. Some people think we should be 
as invisible as possible", he says. That said, 
the young man doesn’t find EU officials any 
more difficult than private sector customers.

"It’s all about the person. Some are 
pretty stuck up. For instance, some officials 
put in a complaint because they found some 
of the cleaners having a coffee from the ma-
chine reserved for Commission staff. Others 
are quite friendly. We chat, they tell us about 
their holidays, we tell them about our worries, 
but there’s no over-familiarity. Professional-
ism is the main thing."

Quality standards, the new trend

There isn’t much time for water-cooler gossip 
anyway. The offices of the Berlaymont behe-
moth are cleaned by just over 80 people to-
day, compared to over 100 before the contract 
was renegotiated. Fewer staff and ever-rising 
demands. The shop steward is particularly 
critical of the emerging trend towards qual-
ity standards in the industry: "Outside firms 
do quality audits on our work. They hand you 
a report, and if you score less than 90%, for 
example, the cleaning firm has to pay back a 
percentage of the price paid by the customer."

Eco-products are the current big thing, 
so the contract requires "green" cleaning 
products to be used. "But the cleaning firm 
buys the cheapest, so you have to use twice as 
much elbow grease as before, and as every-
thing has to shine..."     

The steadily rising workload is an even 
bitterer pill for the workers in that not all face 
the same requirements. The steward notes 
that it is those who work unsociable hours 
that are subject to the highest productivity 
constraints. Some "favourites" chosen by EU 
building management officials on the basis of 
criteria as "objective" as physical appearance, 
do an easy 8-to-4. "This business is all about 
power games; it’s pretty behind the times", 
complains the employee rep.

When asked about his future, Anass 
seems split between the remarkable zeal that 
typifies him and a kind of resigned accept-
ance. He sat exams to join the Brussels police, 
but a computer glitch meant his results could 
not be validated.

"I speak all the Maghreb dialects, I’m a 
people person and I like helping others." You 
can easily see him as a community media-
tor, not least because he is deeply concerned 
about the lack of bearings and low-level crime 
among his community’s youth living in Bel-
gium. But he is still unsure about resitting 
the exam. A recently recruited friend has told 
him that the police force isn’t entirely a bed 
of roses. Until a more appealing future career 
comes along, he will stick with his "bread-
winning" job, but with the promise to him-
self never to keep silent. "I’ve always said, if I 
have to die, it will be on a battlefield."•

1. As reported in "Nouveau 
scandale à l’Union 
européenne" (new scandal 
in the European Union), in 
the Belgian daily Le Soir, 2 
June 2007.

"This business is all about 
power games; it’s pretty behind 
the times." 
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"No more being ground down for us"
Dutch cleaners up in arms
Dutch cleaners have been striking for over nine weeks to get a new collective
agreement. Never in the Netherlands have so many cleaners been moved to
direct action – apparently all thanks to unionization.

A real parliament. 
Dutch trade unions 
have managed to free 
cleaning workers from 
isolation.
Image : © Rob Nelisse
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It is May 2010, and 80-odd cleaners are con-
templating their new collective agreement 
(CA) with pride and satisfaction. For the past 
two days, the small coastal town of Renesse-
aan-zee in Zeeland (southern Netherlands) 
has been hosting the mould-breaking "clean-
ers’ parliament". It is a victory celebration, 
obviously, but especially a gathering to map 
the way forward for the future. After months 
of labour action, they went on strike for nine 
weeks, finally winning their agreement at the 
end of April. "We fought hard for this victory", 
said a train cleaner member of the parlia-
ment. "It isn’t just about the money; the main 
thing is that we have become visible, and we 
deserve the same respect and dignity as any 
other human being. We clean up other peo-
ple’s mess, but we won’t be treated like dogs." 

The cleaning workers grabbed the Dutch 
headlines earlier this year with TV news re-
ports showing cleaners using cherry pickers to 
assault the headquarters of the cleaning giant 
CSU. Elsewhere, they brought Utrecht station, 
the main railway junction of Dutch Railways 
(NS), to a halt. For six days, 400-odd cleaners 
lived day and night in the concourse. When 
one striker was threatened with the sack, his 
colleagues mounted a media stunt, occupying 
the headquarters of a major publishing house, 
the Telegraaf Media Groep. The royal palace 
also had a visit from the cleaners. 

The campaigners have found a surpris-
ingly strong resonance with the Dutch popu-
lation. Volunteers have been out collecting 
signatures and testimonials of support. Many 
politicians, footballers like former Barcelona 
star Frank de Boer, and Dutch celebrities 
have championed their demands for better 

pay, respect, reimbursed travel costs, lan-
guage training and implementation of the 
compulsory vocational training that was 
agreed in 2008. The ones losing face now that 
the public is taking up the cause of these peo-
ple on the bottom rungs of the job ladder are 
mainly the big customers - the railways, the 
government and Schiphol Airport have all 
been named and shamed by the unions. 

Frontline soldiers 

Different nationalities, thousands of work-
places scattered nationwide, language barri-
ers, temporary contracts and no tradition of 
labour withdrawal - hardly the best ingredi-
ents for mass labour action. But still, a group 
of 1400 activists managed to get grassroots 
action going. Unionization seems to be the key 
to it all (see inset, Justice for Janitors). FNV 

confederation union leader Ron Meyer is in 
charge of the Schoon Genoeg1 union member-
ship drive. After a string of small-scale pro-
test stunts, negotiations on the CA started in 
late 2009. Preferring a backseat role, Meyer 
gives full credit to the cleaning sector union 
members for a much improved CA. He keeps 
hammering home the point that the frontline 
soldiers are the ones who did all the work; and 
there he puts his finger on what unionization is 
all about – not the union as a problem-defining 
and –solving organization but the membership 
setting the course to take. Meyer has a very firm 
vision of union action: "For too long the union 
has viewed its members as consumers, and 
that hasn’t encouraged them to get involved. In 
my view, the image of the union leader shep-
herding his flock is dead and gone. People have 
to be clued up on their situation, because they 
are the only ones who can get things done. Only 
they can stick up for their rights and go on the 

"For too long the union has viewed its 
members as consumers. In my view, the image 
of the union leader shepherding his flock is 
dead and gone." (Ron Meyer) 

1.   A slogan created from 
the words “schoon” – Dutch 
for “clean” – and “genoeg” 
– Dutch for “enough”, as in 
“enough is enough!”.
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Modern slavery 

More than 150,000 people work in the cleaning 
sector in the Netherlands. They are a diverse mix 
of nationalities, men and women, young and old. 
Wages are low, so many people need two jobs. 
Working full-time, they earn barely more than basic 
welfare benefit, i.e., about what it takes to just 
keep body and soul together. Work hard and don’t 
complain is the motto at the bottom of the job 
ladder. Employers are well-versed in how to take 
advantage of the vulnerability of cleaners who are 
often happy just to have work, fear being fired or 
losing their temporary contracts, or don’t speak the 
language well enough to be able to fight back. The 
Dutch cleaning market is in the hands of five big 
firms – mostly multinational: Asito, ISS, Hago, CSU 
and Gom. An all-out price war has been raging since 
big accounts like Dutch Railways, Schiphol Airport, 

government departments, banks and other big 
companies contracted-out their cleaning. Cleaning 
firms bid rock-bottom prices to win contracts, 
often below cost. If the normal hourly rate is 21 
euros, the bid will show just 16 euros. A number of 
employers openly admit to being unable to actually 
carry out the tasks offered in the contract, which 
is why the number of hours’ cleaning done is less 
than the number of hours agreed. Because the 
millions in annual profits have to be assured, and 
as labour costs make up 90% of a cleaning firm’s 
costs, this is where the biggest savings are made. 
Whenever the contract changes, the cleaners have 
to do more work with fewer staff and for lower pay. 
For example: it used to be that an office of 300 
square metres was the norm; today, a cleaner has to 
do double that. A Dutch cleaner has less than two 
minutes to clean a train toilet. A cleaning crew has 
ten minutes for an entire train. 

front foot. You could liken the union to a sports 
centre. We supply the fitness equipment, but 
it’s up to the individual to build up the muscles." 

Muscles that are desperately needed. 
Working conditions in the cleaning sector are 
poor (see inset, Modern slavery). Cleaning 
workers in the Netherlands can join the FNV 
Bondgenoten, the biggest union of private 
sector industrial and service workers with 
over 480,000 members, including 15,000 in 
the cleaning sector. Since the strike, 1,000 
cleaning workers have joined the union. The 
FNV is confident that its Decent work cam-
paign will secure fixed contracts, decent pay 
and good working conditions for the 1.5 mil-
lion workers who are on the bottom rungs of 
the job ladder. Last year, the cleaning sector 
spearheaded the Schoon Genoeg campaign, 
into which the union put millions in funding 
and a score of organizers. 

Virgin soil 

Ron Meyer tells how the campaign was de-
veloped, how contacts have been struck up 
in recent years with cleaners at hundreds 
of different locations. "We had to win them 
over. These people are fearful and suspicious, 
browbeaten by their employer, and may not 
want anything to do with the union. On the 
other hand, it’s a good thing to sow seed in 
virgin soil. You can start out on a sound foot-
ing, and not be held back by a traditional un-
ion structure." 

For the previous CA, Meyer had already 
noted that union activists could have free ac-
cess to all workplaces. There was no record 

Worker-driven action 
forced employers to 
cave in after several 
weeks of strikes.
Image : © Rob Nelisse
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Justice for Janitors

The Dutch campaign to unionize cleaning workers 
is based on a union strategy imported from the 
United States. In the 1980s, the SEIU union (Ser-
vice Employees International Union) mobilised as 
many as 225,000 cleaning workers in thirty cities 
to get better pay and health insurance. Like the 
US union, the FNV confederation is having pro-
blems recruiting workers generally, and cleaners 
in particular. Increasing membership is not just 
a strategy for union survival, it is more a way of 
doing something about poor working conditions. 
But for that, the union needs a representative 
membership. 

The organizing campaign means constantly being 
out in the field to identify problems, unacceptable 
situations, issues and questions raised by workers. 
The campaigners are also looking for potential 
members in mosques, churches and community 
centres. It is a strategy in which the union has to 
become an abiding feature of the worker’s life. 

The other idea with this very clear direct action 
aspect is to get an objective detailed picture of 
the sector: the number of workers, the problems, 
customers, businesses, shareholders, turnover, and 
so on. The aim is to give workers the responsibili-
ties, resources and support they need to deal with 
the issues themselves. Natural leaders capable 
of carrying a campaign emerge at the different 

organizing sites. They are the backbone of the 
movement and meet regularly in the "cleaners’ 
parliament”. The organizing strategy also puts a 
big focus on international contacts. Light-hearted 
protest stunts designed to catch media and public 
attention are vital to achieving the aims. Organi-
zing is an ongoing process. The job is never done. 
In the United States, the organizing campaign met 
with a union-busting response, as union members 
were laid off, injured and intimidated. This is 
unlikely to happen in the Netherlands, where 
workers are in a stronger legal position and there 
is a culture of consultation between employers 
and workers. But the strike has had after-effects, 
both during and after, such as contracts not being 
extended for example. 

More about labour action inspired by
Justice for Janitors: 
—  Scandella, F. (2010) The cleaners revolt: new 

trade union strategies on behalf of the working 
poor in England, in Chabanet, D., Royall, F. (Eds) 
Mobilising against marginalisation in Europe, 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, p. 195-211.

—  Waldinger, R. et al., Helots No more: A case 
study of the Justice for Janitors Campaign in Los 
Angeles, Working Paper Series of the Ralph and 
Goldy Lewis Centre for Regional Policy Studies, 
n° 15, University of California, Los Angeles, p. 1-25.

—  Fantasia, R. et al. (2003) Des syndicats domesti-
qués : répression patronale et résistance syndicale 
aux Etats-Unis, Raisons d'agir, Paris, 2003, 175 p.

of participants at such meetings. "That ena-
bled us to keep up intensive contacts with the 
rank-and-file", he said, "but we also reach out 
to people through local community centres, 
churches and mosques. We want to get im-
ams, pastors and priests actively involved in 
the next campaign. We have to form a broad 
social coalition where the struggle of clean-
ers and other low-income workers will occupy 
the foreground." 

In late February, after light-hearted 
stunts that failed to get the employers at the 
negotiating table to improve their pay offer, 
the cleaners turned to the only means left 
to them: a strike. At that time, the plight of 
cleaners was known partly through a seri-
ous study done by the union, and it was also 
known that the employers were having a 
knife held to their throats by their customers, 
the result being contracts at bargain prices. 
The FNV opened a strike fund and 1400 
strikers signed up. 

"Like a big family, we roamed the coun-
try for nine weeks", says Judy Lock, an ac-
tivist and cleaner at Schiphol. "We reacted 

immediately to reprisals like summary dis-
missals or contracts that suddenly didn’t get 
renewed, and in the evening, we were on the 
TV news again. We are immensely united, 
nobody can divide us. Every time we went 
back into negotiations, everyone seemed even 
more determined to keep on fighting. The em-
ployers were beside themselves." 

Judy explains the cleaners’ commit-
ment to labour action by the fact that they 
understood that they could win by fighting, 
and because the activists made sure that the 
union was again visible on the ground. "Peo-
ple won’t stand for being exploited in this way 
any more. Every human being wants to be re-
spected. The cleaning sector is a form of mod-
ern slavery, but we have ourselves to blame 
for that. We have to stick up for what we want. 
In the past, we let the union do that. With 
this unionization strategy, I see the union 
more as a football club. To win, you have to 
work together flat out. It is a process that has 
to develop. In the upcoming negotiations for 
the CA in 2011, I’m expecting at least 4,000 
workers out on the barricades." 

Lively characters

Ron Meyer argues that one good thing about 
unionization is the realization that a union is 
a winning organization, composed of ordi-
nary people on the ground. People who are 
not pigeonholed as working poor and disad-
vantaged, but as lively, impassioned, cheeky 
and characterful. "We knew it was a David 
and Goliath battle, so it was important to 
spread our forces around. With a vanguard of 
1,400 cleaners, it worked very well. Whether 
on the radio, on TV, in newspapers or on the 
Internet, each cleaner told their story to the 
media persuasively, and calmly explained 
why they had had enough of being exploited. 
We were fighting like blindfolded boxers; for-
tunately, our opponent was weak and blind." 

It took a nine-week strike for the ne-
gotiations to finally end up on 24 April 2010 
in a new two-year CA, with the offer of a 
structural wage increase of 3.5%, whereas 
the employers had gone into the negotiations 
categorically refusing to discuss any pay rise. 
Workers can also take Dutch lessons during 
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In their own words

Mame Birame Sow (52), born in Senegal, 
Schiphol Airport cleaner. 

"My dream is to one day have a farm on the little 
plot of land I own in Senegal. But first I have to 
earn money for a well, solar panels and a tractor. 
I work evenings at Schiphol from 2.30-10.30 pm, 
Wednesday to Sunday. It's hard physical graft. You 
have to clean the floors, empty the bins and tidy up 
in the departure and arrival halls. Customers want 
cheap contracts, so my employer offers the work 
at cut-price rates. We have to do more work with 
fewer staff. They even save on cleaning products. 

It can sometimes take up to an hour to get all the 
equipment together. They’re profiting on the backs 
of workers. It’s a good thing that people are finally 
aware of the exploitation and cut-throat competi-
tion. The world now knows what’s going on in the 
sector, that the cleaning sector is not as clean as all 
that. The Netherlands now knows what we can do. 
It's a good thing to have gone on strike, to get our 
voice heard. The employers weren’t expecting it. 
They’re cowboys who want to grind us down. 

I earn 1,300 euros a month. I have another job 
from noon to 2 pm. I'm shattered when I get home 
at night. But I need money to provide for my fa-
mily. I used to work in computing. But my contract 
didn’t get renewed due to all sorts of reorganiza-
tions. I'm not typically Dutch, I’ve got an accent. 
So I was first out. I’ve got recognized training cre-
dentials and worked as a programmer in Senegal, 
but I can’t find work in IT now. Too old. Too black. 
I’ve no opportunity to prove myself. It's frustrating 
to have to do unskilled work. But it's work. And 
there is a bright side. If I had stayed in Senegal, I 
wouldn’t have had all the experience I have. I’ve 
seen a lot. Life has given me understanding."

In their own words

Christine Monk-Simon (47), born in French 
Guyana, cleaner at the Erasmus Medical Centre. 

"I stayed at home while the children were little. My 
husband was earning just enough to live on. But 
the cost of everything’s going up: rent, electricity, 
shopping, the children’s education. I like working, 
and with five children I’ve no other choice. I work 
mornings from 6 am to 9 am and evenings from 
5.30 pm to 9 pm. I’m up every day at half-past 
four because I have to get the bus to the hospital. 
Travel alone costs me 60 euros a month. That’s a 
lot. But I’m ploughing on. It’s a choice I made for 

the children. I want them to have a better future. 
They have to be able to get an education. I don’t 
want them ending up as cleaners. I have two jobs. 
If one employer goes bust, I still have the other. 

We’re under a lot of pressure at work. We have to 
work harder and harder. My back and arms hurt. I’ve 
already had to be operated on my wrists. But I think 
it is important for the hospital to be clean. I want to 
do a good job. The one thing you have to be careful 
about in a hospital is germs. That’s why it’s stupid 
that we get hardly any cleaning products. My boss 
just tells me not to whinge when I complain. There’s 
no respect for the work we do. Last year, we went 
on strike with the union. We had to pick up other 
people’s work and do it in the same number of hours. 
A lot of women daren’t speak out. They were really 
pleased when I went on strike this year. If you strike, 
we will too, they said. Sixty out of 180 cleaners 
did. It was a good thing that we finally got seen. 
Before the strike, we simply didn’t exist. I told the 
other women: ‘We're going to do this in a right and 
proper way. All we’re asking for is the end of slavery. 
To be respected for what we do.’ We stood up for 
ourselves. It feels good. We’re not afraid any more." 
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their working hours, with a 750 euro comple-
tion bonus. The travel allowance issue was 
not resolved. It was planned to set discus-
sions going in summer on a charter of good 
practices to be applied by employers and cus-
tomers. 

Hans Simons, who has headed the 
cleaning and business services employers’ or-
ganization for the past year, is satisfied that a 
good outcome has been achieved on the CA. 
He stresses the importance of keeping work-
ers in the cleaning sector by providing good 
working conditions given the future labour 
market shortage. When asked, he voices a 
belief in the importance of a stronger union. 
Simons is and remains a social democrat. He 
feels that the reason the dispute dragged on 
for so long was the gap between the pay offer 
and demands, the travel allowance which the 
union subsequently stepped back from, price 
competition in the sector and the change in 
union strategy. 

"The traditional system of the top em-
ployers negotiating with the union has receded 
into the background. The unions have handed 
over power to the cleaners themselves, which 
is unusual in Dutch labour relations. That also 
has a drawback: it is questionable whether 
such a small group of strikers is really repre-
sentative of the entire industry", says the em-
ployers’ representative. But he still managed to 
give credit to the unions: "It is very important 
that they pointed out the workload and lack of 
social recognition of 1.5 million workers on the 
lower rungs of the job ladder. Before long, we 
will be getting around a table with unions and 
customers to draw up a charter of good prac-
tices for employers and customers. I think re-
spect and consideration count for more than a 
quarter percent either way." 

Victory or not, for the cleaners, the bell 
for the next round rang long ago. Programmes 
have been developed in Renesse. The situa-
tion in the four cities will be mapped before 
long. Activists will make a flying visit to a hun-
dred-odd new buildings and see 2,000 clean-
ers, the aim being to assess the problems and 
identify appropriate leaders. Because taking 
a real stand means adding tens of thousands 
more members, says Ron Meyer. "We’ll never 
lose the people we went on strike with. They 
fought and won. Their strength is structural; 
they are our flag-bearers." And the union 
members who went on strike and took risks 
will be rewarded, not only in the form of a bit 
extra from the social partners’ training fund, 
but also an additional allowance from the un-
ion. "The frontline soldiers risk falling in bat-
tle", says Meyer. "They took risks to improve 
working conditions for 150,000 workers. The 
tide of economic liberalism that helped make 
work so cheap is turning thanks to these peo-
ple. They should get a gold medal."• 
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MSDs: action-oriented research helps
unions to break the silence
Tens of millions of European workers suffer from musculoskeletal disorders
— an “epidemic” that politicians and social partners alike have done too little
about. Will the answers come from the shopfloor ? Over 300 members
of a Belgian trade union have taken part in an "action-oriented research"
project, and the initiative is spreading.
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Denis Grégoire
Editor in chief

Faster work paces, 
psychological pressure, 
tight deadlines, etc. are 
making the "epidemic 
of MSDs” worse.
Image : © Gaetan Bally, 
Keystone, MAXPPP
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"Many colleagues are packing in work at 58 
because they are worn-out and can’t go on any 
longer”, Anne-Marie Brogniez told a score of 
workers and officials from a branch of Bel-
gium’s national FGTB trade union federation. 
The union steward for the Mestdagh-Cham-
pion supermarket group knows all about the 
problem of musculoskeletal disorders (MSDs) 
from surveys done in the past in her firm, par-
ticularly among butchers and lift truck opera-
tors, two jobs particularly hard hit by these 
diseases. But the reason she was coming back 
to it on a summer’s day in 2009 was for a still 
more far-reaching project intended to involve 
all staff in her supermarket and other group 
outlets - nearly 200 people in all. Union stew-
ards from two other firms, Laurenty contract 
cleaners, and the Lepage industrial mainte-
nance firm, were also present.

The three firms had answered the call 
put out by the FGTB some months earlier on 
28 April 2009, bringing together hundreds of 
activists for a World Day for Safety and Health 
at Work with MSDs as the keynote theme.

And with good reason, for this vast 
family of inflammatory and degenerative dis-
eases of the musculoskeletal system affects 
all sectors and all categories of workers. The 
foremost Europe-wide occupational health 
survey – the last of which dates from 2005 – 
found a quarter of European workers report-
ing back pain, while 23% experienced muscle 
pain in the shoulders, neck and upper and 
lower limbs.1 MSDs are by far the most com-
mon work-related health problem in Europe.2

86% of workers affected

The usual preliminary to any prevention 
strategy is to make the problem more vis-
ible. And that was the guiding principle of the 

"action-oriented research" coordinated by the 
FGTB in Charleroi, an industrial city in west-
ern Belgium. The project is based on what 
is known in scientific circles as the "Nordic 
Musculoskeletal Questionnaire"3, which asks 
specific questions like "Have you at any time 
during the last 12 months had trouble such as 
ache, pain, discomfort, numbness in the neck, 
knee/leg, wrist?", and also asks workers to 
rate the pain felt on a scale of 0-10.     

The FGTB had the replies processed by 
the Centre de défense et d’action pour la santé 
des travailleurs (CDAST), an association that 
provides support and advocacy for workers 
affected by a work-related injury or disease. 
A total of 343 workers - 201 women and 142 
men - completed the questionnaire.

86% of the workers reported experienc-
ing musculoskeletal pain or discomfort in 
the previous 12 months, and 72% during the 
seven days before taking part in the survey. 
For 71% of the workers affected, lower back 
pain is far and away the most common type 
of MSD in the three companies (see Figure 1, 
p. 34). It was also the site of the most intense 
pain which those suffering it rated at 4.5 out 
of 10, or twice as intense as that experienced 
by those complaining of upper back, neck and 
knee/leg pains (see Figure 2).

The workers were also asked questions 
about seeking medical help: 43% reported hav-
ing seen a doctor about musculoskeletal com-
plaints during the 12 months preceding the 
survey, 45% reported having received treat-
ment and 22% said they had been off work.

"The differences found in the site and 
intensity of reported complaints cannot be 
put down to gender," argues the report's au-
thor, Dr. Jilali Laaouej. "Looking at the find-
ings for workers in gender-mixed jobs like 
the butchery department in Mestdagh stores, 
for example, the differences are close to nil", 
says the CDAST expert. One difference, how-
ever, is that women complain significantly 
more than men of upper limb pain, which  
Dr. Laaouej argues is mainly due to gender size 
difference – stockier workers complain less of 
pain in the upper limbs than slighter ones.     
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1. Fourth European Working 
Conditions Survey (2005), 
European Foundation for 
the Improvement of Living 
and Working Conditions.

2. According to Eurostat 
figures, MSDs account 
for 50% of recognized 
occupational diseases in the 
European Union. European 
Occupational Diseases 
Statistics (EODS), 2000.

3. Developed in 1987 by 
Scandinavian experts, the 
questionnaire consists of 
closed questions and can 
be self-administered or 
used in an interview. The 
questionnaire was created 
to answer the question: 
"Does a musculoskeletal 
disorder exist in the given 
population and, if so, what 
area of the body does it 
affect?" The questionnaire 
includes a back view 
diagram of the human 
body divided into nine 
anatomical regions.

The survey reveals a marked gender difference 
with regard to medical advice: women more 
readily go to the doctor and more often follow 
medical treatment than men.
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The idea is to get the workers to take 
ownership of the problem as a whole. Has it 
worked? At a feedback meeting with the Mestd-
agh and Laurenty shop stewards in February 
2010, the initial feeling was “up to a point”. On 
the good side: all but the odd one or two work-
ers agreed to answer the questionnaire. "Once 
we assured them that the questionnaire wasn’t 
going to end up in the employer’s hands, they 
were OK with it. In fact they came out with: "it’s 
good that someone’s talking about our line of 
work at last", observed Catherine Mathy, a un-
ion steward at Laurenty cleaning contractors. 
On the down side: while some hope that the 
survey findings might prompt their employers 
to look again at how they organize their work, 
most of the participants are under no illusions, 
and some would seemingly even rather leave 
things as they are than see changes brought in, 
putatively to make their job easier.

"Even improvements are a worry-
ing thing at Laurenty. We have appropriate 
equipment that should make our job easier. 
But the problem is that the firm links well-
being at work to profitability. So every time 
a new cleaning cart appears you know it’ll 
mean layoffs because there will be fewer 
hours to work. We get a new eight-wedge mi-
crofibre cleaning cloth. Great, doesn’t need to 
be wrung out every time. But as you won’t be 
losing time going to the bucket to wring it out, 
you get half an hour less to clean the same 
area, "complained the union rep.

One outcome the union does see as 
positive is that the workers involved in the 
research make the direct link between their 
physical aches and pains, and their job. But 
showing up the impact of work organization 
does not necessarily translate into action. 
Most workers seem resigned. They have ac-
cepted the idea that it comes with the job in 
this industry.By contrast, the survey does reveal a 

marked gender difference with regard to 
medical advice: women more readily go to the 
doctor and more often follow medical treat-
ment than men. However, there is no evi-
dence of them taking more time off sick than 
their male colleagues.

The burden of work organization

Work organization factors seem to be clearly 
implicated in MSDs: workers with variable 
working hours (rotating or split shifts) report 
significantly more painful complaints than 
workers on fixed working hours. Likewise, 
average perceived pain rises with the length 
of the working week. This is no more surpris-
ing than is the observed relationship between 
pain intensity and length of service whether 
in the job, firm or total career (see Figure 3).

"The problem is 
that the firm links 
well-being at work 
to profitability."
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A worker’s tale

White collar workers suffer too

In late May 2009, the French CGT union’s Federa-
tion of Education, Research and Culture workers 
launched a campaign against MSDs, which are 
also prevalent among knowledge workers, as the 
following personal testimony reveals.

Vinca Hyolle is a specialized stack attendant in the 
book legal deposit department of France’s national 
library, the Bibliothèque nationale in Paris.

"We get huge parcels in that you have to lift off the 
book trucks, open them up, sort the books, which 
can weigh up to several kilograms. You have to do 
a search to make sure that the work hasn’t already 
been registered, then you have to accession it and 
assign it an inventory number, then put it on a book 
truck, which means making a turning motion. We 
work on computers and use a mouse, which results 
in spinal problems because we don’t have appro-
priate furniture. We work at a table that isn’t a desk, 
so you can’t sit with your legs under it. So I have to 
work at a distance from my keyboard and screen. 
Computer work needs relative quiet, but there are a 
dozen of us in the same room, so there is obviously 
noise going on, especially when opening parcels. We 
spend two half-working-days a week on opening, 
which is when we take the parcels, open them and 
put them on book trucks for taking to other collea-
gues who spend their entire day - exactly 7 hours 
12 minutes – on nothing but accessioning. So, there 
isn’t much variety in the work.     

Our job has changed a lot with computerization. 
Before, stack attendants just did manual work like 
opening parcels and sorting the books. Now, they 
also have to be able to use computers and mana-
gement systems, and know the national library 
catalogue inside out. Our jobs have become more 
complex and at the same time we are being asked 
to meet higher performance targets. We have 
recently been set accessioning quotas that take 
no account of time spent hunting information on 
materials that are hard to classify. When the work 
used to be done at a more relaxed pace, there 
were fewer mistakes.

You do feel stressed because you absolutely have 
to meet the targets set. For example, a catalo-
guer has to accession 25 books a day. But for 
some books, this means inputting all the infor-
mation related to the bibliographical description 
like particulars of the author, type of edition, etc. 
This is pretty time-consuming and knowledge-
intensive work. You have second readers who are 
responsible for checking the quality of accessio-
ning. These are often recent graduates fresh out 
of their competitive exam, who come in and start 
lecturing their more experienced colleagues who 
are making mistakes because of stress. This has 
created tension in the office, the atmosphere 
has gone downhill, we don’t celebrate people’s 
birthdays any more. We used to do quality work 
that was seen as a benchmark in all libraries in 
France and even abroad. That reputation is under 
threat because there’s some question of part of 
our cataloguing work being farmed out to private 
contractors." 

"The youngsters they hire see no likeli-
hood of change because that's how life is, it's 
about productivity. As a service company, 
we just reflect what the customer pays the 
company. If the customer pays peanuts, then 
you’re obviously going to have to rush the job. 
Contracts are very short-term, too, and if we 
don’t get it, someone else will because cus-
tomers come and go in the cleaning business. 
We know what we’re in for now and when the 
next turnover happens, when the bids go in, 
we know that the prices will automatically be 
lower and there will be even more work to be 
done", rues Catherine Mathy.

Carlo Briscolini, the FGTB’s project 
coordinator on this, believes that moving 
from the findings to preventive action in 
the company depends on the strength of the 
CPPT (health and safety committee), the con-
sultative body where employer and employee 
representatives thrash out issues affecting 
health and safety at the workplace.

"A new page is turning in the three firms 
that took part in the project. Now we need 
their CPPTs to come up with practical solu-
tions to the problems shown up by the sur-
vey", argues the union official. Recognizing 
the limitations of a mainly regional initiative, 
the FGTB plans to launch a nation-wide sur-
vey on MSDs in the cleaning sector. The un-
ion also hopes to repeat the scheme in mainly 
white collar firms, because MSDs also affect 
knowledge workers (see box).

The union believes that increasing this 
kind of "action-oriented research" can also 
help bring home to policy makers and the es-
tablishment the scale of a problem they are 
pretending does not exist.•
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United States: OSHA gets a new life
Since President Obama came to power, the US federal health and safety at work 
agency, OSHA, has increasingly broken away from the line taken under George W. 
Bush. A long period of unwavering belief in self-regulation may be giving way to a 
big stick policy much less favourable to unscrupulous employers.

International news 1/4

Caroline Crosdale
Journalist, Planet Labor Agency

Basic health and safety 
precautions were 
disregarded in clearing 
the rubble from the 
WTC towers. The new 
US administration 
seems anxious that 
such mistakes should 
not happen again.
Image : © Stan Honda, AFP
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"There's a new sheriff in town." So said Dav-
id Michaels at one of his first meetings with 
business leaders in February, barely two 
months after President Barack Obama ap-
pointed him as Assistant Secretary of Labor 
in charge of the Federal Occupational Safety 
and Health Administration (OSHA). "Five 
thousand preventable deaths recorded each 
year are expensive, wasteful and totally un-
necessary”, he said, adding that "we need to 
issue sizable fines to get the attention of em-
ployers and return to the original intent of 
the OSHA Act". 

 Because OSHA’s core missions – laying 
down and enforcing the ground rules of work-
place health and safety – have gradually been 
forgotten as the business self-regulation lobby 
has imposed its agenda. The Occupational 
Safety and Health Act was passed in 1970 
in very different political times to the highly 

"pro-business" climate of the George Bush 
era. And even though then-President Richard 
Nixon was also a Republican, still "the legis-
lature recognized that every employee had 
the right to safe and healthful working condi-
tions," says Michael Silverstein, a professor of 
public health at the University of Washington, 
who worked with OSHA in the 1990s. "And 
the employers were responsible for providing 
a workplace free of recognized hazards."

  

16 years of the Vietnam War
 

Forty years on, the results are just not there. 
The most serious work accidents resulting in 
sick leave have fallen only from 3.4% in 1973 
to 2.4% today, notes Professor Silverstein. 
And more than 5,000 workers are killed at 
work each year reports NYCOSH (New York 
Committee for Occupational Safety and 
Health), a coalition of 200 local unions, law-
yers, doctors and other experts. Add to that 
those who die from a disease contracted 
at work, and you get 50,000 deaths a year. 
This is the same number of deaths as those 
incurred in US ranks by "16 years of war in 
Vietnam," says Richard Trumka, leader of 
the big AFL-CIO union, in an opinion piece 
published by NYCOSH. It also means that "a 
worker dies from a workplace injury or illness 
every 8 minutes," says Michael Silverstein.

 In all, OSHA records nearly 4 million 
accidents and illnesses a year. Add to this 
the number of unreported accidents, sick-
ness and accidents suffered by government 
employees and the self-employed who are 
not covered by OSHA, and you get 9 to 12 
million sick and injured, calculate the NY-
COSH experts, at a cost to the US economy 
of $290 billion a year!

Also, risks that endanger employees’ 
lives have not gone away and may even be 
getting worse. Falls, falling objects and road 

accidents have been rising for 15 years, ob-
serves Michael Silverstein. Latin-American 
workers who are readier to accept hazardous 
work are also a high risk group: their prob-
ability of fatal accidents has increased three-
fold in 15 years.

And finally, "It is more and more difficult 
to develop standards”, argues the professor of 
public health. “It takes 5-10 years sometimes. 
Many more steps are required. There are more 
analysis reviews by many different groups like 
the small business panel or the court. It is very 
difficult to complete analysis”. He recalls a 
1980s attempt to raise the maximum exposure 
levels on 400 chemicals at a stroke. The court 
threw it out, requiring a risk assessment for 
each product and “we never recovered from 
that”. In fact, only two new threshold limit 
values have been brought in within the past 
12 years and for one of them – the carcinogen 
hexavalent chromium – the unions had to fight 
in the courts to get it. As a result, OSHA now 
actually regulates about twenty chemicals, 
while the maximum permissible exposures for 
450 others date from the 1950s/60s. In other 
words, they desperately need updating. 

  

A pro-self-regulation administration
 

Matters were not improved by the Bush team 
taking over the White House – anything but. 
The agenda was to get on good terms with the 
employers and scrap the alleged bureaucratic 
burdens stemming from regulations. This was 
behind President Bush’s removal of the “Form 
300” column on reporting musculoskeletal 
disorders (MSDs) from the mandatory occu-
pational disease reports. Under Bill Clinton’s 
presidency, a new regulation incorporating 10 
years of work on MSDs was to be introduced 
bringing in ergonomic standards for employ-
ees and doing a tally of affected employees. 
The new Republican administration cancelled 
the entire intended set-up. But, these diseas-
es - especially carpal tunnel syndrome - now 

account for 30% of workmen’s compensation 
claims. Their disappearance from the official 
statistics did not go unnoticed, therefore. 

In 2006, President Bush also appointed 
Edwin Foulke - a pro-self-regulation lawyer 
who had previously advised businesses on 
how best to avoid having a workplace union 
set up - to head OSHA. “We didn't expect a 
lot and he didn't do very much", says Michael 
Silverstein dismissively. Marc Freedman of 
the US Chamber of Commerce, a federation 
representing more than three million busi-
nesses, mourns the passing of the previous 
OSHA administration, which he says "helped 
the employers to learn how to do the right 
thing. That's better than scaring employers 
into compliance."

He cites the example of workplace 
health and safety plans – or Voluntary Protec-
tion Programs (VPPs) - developed with OSHA 
experts by employers who also self-report ac-
cidents and diseases. In exchange, OSHA in-
spectors no longer inspect these firms other 
than in exceptional circumstances.

Originally introduced in the Reagan 
years, only 122 workplaces had VPPs in 1993. 
But 15 years on, 1450 come under the pro-
gramme. While the business community 
has welcomed the approach, the unions are 
less appreciative of what was one of Edwin 
Foulke’s star measures. "160 million dol-
lars a year were used catering to business 
needs when there were more pressing pri-
orities," argues Bill Borwegen of the Service 
Employees International Union. "VPPs were 
the centrepiece of the programme”, opines 
Michael Silverstein. ”They were a substitute 
to enforcement."

 
An inspection every 88 years

 
The upshot was that OSHA did little regulation 
or supervision. NYCOSH Director Joel Shufro 
recalls the aftermath of September 11, 2001 
when 40,000 people worked for many months 

International news 2/4

"Professor Michaels shows less willingness to 
settle, he has a much harder edge tone toward 
the employers community. For my clients, it 
raised the profile of OSHA."
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not to report accidents and diseases. Case 
tracking is poor. After a serious occurrence, 
follow-up investigations may not be done until 
two years after the event. Much too late. 

There are also too few workplace visits. 
Michael Silverstein has calculated that at a 
rate of 100,000 visits a year, the likelihood 
of a workplace inspection will happen ... once 
every 88 years.

  

3500 new workplace visits 

OSHA really needs to put its house in order, 
therefore, to get back to its original intent 
and make itself credible with over 100 million 
employees. That, at least, is the task before 
its new helmsman, Dr. David Michaels, ap-
pointed in December 2009. A distinguished 
epidemiologist at George Washington Uni-
versity, Mr. Michaels is a trained scientist and 
respected author of the recent book Doubt Is 

Their Product (see our Books section p. 40) in 
which he shows how firms are delaying the in-
troduction of new regulations by challenging 
the veracity of scientific discoveries. 

The newcomer, however, is under close 
scrutiny from his former academic colleagues 
and experts across the trade union communi-
ty. Secretary of Labour Hilda Solis has given 
him more manpower and funding. And she 
is expecting more bang for the buck. OSHA 
will have a budget of $573 million in 2011, 
$14 million more than in 2010 – a windfall 
that is expected to go into hiring new staff. In 
2009, OSHA had just 2,155 staff - in 2011, it 
will have 2,368. Many of the newcomers will 
be inspectors tasked with ensuring that the 
health and safety standards meant to protect 
the lives of 109 million employees are being 
applied in workplaces. In 2009, there were 
1,123 inspectors; there should be 1,278 in 
2011. The stated aim is to schedule 3,500 new 
company visits a year.      
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cleaning up Ground Zero, the site of New York‘s 
devastated World Trade Center. A Ground Zero 
full of asbestos, mercury, silica and lead dust, 
glass fibres, benzene, etc. And while OSHA staff 
handed out 100,000 masks on the site, they 
could not force people to wear them, or even 
always explain how to wear them so that they 
worked. As a result, thousands of workers, po-
lice officers and fire-fighters are now suffering 
from respiratory problems, asthma, pneumo-
nia, sinusitis, cancer and other diseases. "These 
risky behaviours were not necessary and they 
could have been avoided if the city, the State of 
New York and the federal government had en-
forced OSHA standards," argues Joel Shufro. 

 Control by OSHA field agencies is also 
severely lacking, even though federal agency 
bosses sought to widen the scope of its activi-
ties by encouraging mini-OSHAs to set up in 
states ... promising to oversee them, but fail-
ing to do so. In Nevada, for example, the 25 fa-
tal accidents reported in 2008 and 2009 have 
not been followed up by a thorough investi-
gation. The causes of the accidents have not 
been identified; the families of the deceased 
have not been kept informed or interviewed. 
The OSHA top management in Washington 
ultimately admit to having encountered poor-
ly trained local inspectors.

At the urging of Congressmen, the Gov-
ernment Accountability Office (GAO), the 
investigative arm of Congress charged with 
examining matters relating to the receipt and 
payment of public funds, carried out an au-
dit of OSHA last year which revealed serious 
failings. Among other things it found a strong 
tendency to collect information that does not 
reflect the scale of work accidents. Employ-
ers are reportedly pushing employees not to 
report their accidents so as to cut their insur-
ance bills and maintain the company’s image: 
they reward this with bonuses and premiums 
to employees with the best sickness records. A 
third of doctors and nurses also claim to have 
been pushed into limiting treatments and also 

A worker was killed and his body 
dissolved when a tank of sulphuric 
acid exploded in 2001 – the 
company had to pay an OSHA fine 
of just $175,000 ... but $10 million 
to the Environmental Protection 
Agency for killing thousands of fish!
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In the old days, OSHA representatives would 
have negotiated with BP management, and 
imposed a lighter punishment in exchange 
for a promise of new investment. But the new 
agency is taking a harder line. It issues cita-
tions. And many firms have felt the sting. In 
February 2010, no fewer than 41 firms had 
fines of more than $100,000 levied on them 
by OSHA. Animal feed packaging company 
All Feed Processing and Packaging is just one 
of them. The inspector found that there was 
no appropriate protective equipment, insuf-
ficient training and demanded better insula-
tion of energy sources during maintenance 
operations. All Feed Processing and Packag-
ing will have to pay out $518,000. 

It’s clear that there’s a new sheriff in 
town. But are the new OSHA’s deputies doing 
enough?

NYCOSH experts have their doubts. For 
employees to protect themselves better, and 
dare to speak out about the risks run with-
out fear of reprisals from their employer, they 
need a strong union, they say. Which is why 
they are so strongly behind the Employee 
Free Choice bill which would make it easier 
to swell the union ranks. They also see a need 
to pass new legislation - the Protecting Amer-
ica's Workers Act (PAWA), which is meant to 
plug the loopholes in the 1970 Occupational 
Safety and Health Act. David Michaels him-
self went to argue the case before the House 
of Representatives in Washington last March. 
To "bring OSHA into the twenty-first century," 
he said, his agency needs to be able to impose 
more meaningful penalties on employers in 
order to "provide an important incentive to 
do the right thing." And he exemplified the 
agency’s lack of firepower. An immigrant 
worker was killed in a fall in New Jersey - the 
firm paid a $1,400 fine. An employee died in a 
gas pipeline explosion in Michigan - a penalty 
of just $4,200. A worker was killed and his 
body dissolved when a tank of sulphuric acid 
exploded in 2001 - the company had to pay an 

OSHA fine of just $175,000 ... but $10 million 
to the Environmental Protection Agency for 
killing thousands of fish! "Unscrupulous em-
ployers often consider it more cost effective to 
pay the minimal OSHA penalty and continue 
to operate an unsafe workplace than to cor-
rect the underlying health and safety prob-
lem", said David Michaels. OSHA’s top man 
would therefore like to add more swingeing 
fines, and even the threat of imprisonment, 
to his existing armoury.

Expanding the population covered by 
OSHA would also be welcome. Civil servants, 
for example, are outside its scope of action. And 
new immigrants have never looked at OSHA 
guidance, says Steve Choi, Executive Director 
of the MinKwon Center for Community Action, 
a volunteer outreach agency for New York’s Ko-
rean migrant worker community.

Not only does OSHA need to make up 
ground lost in the 20th century, it also has 
to adjust to today’s new demands. The pub-
lic health experts want both better coverage 
of "old" chemical hazards and an action plan 
for 21st century emerging industries. Among 
them, Professor Michael Silverstein includes 
expo sure to particulate materials from na-
notechnologies and the risks of eco-indus-
tries. A construction worker renovating old 
homes can well come up against lead and as-
bestos, for instance, while a roof solar panel 
fitter runs a risk of falling. Not to mention 
the risks run by nursing auxiliaries when 
simply lifting a patient.

"Some hazards have been around for 
thousands of years," concludes Prof. Silver-
stein, again citing perennial construction risks: 

"You dig trenches, they collapse. This happens 
every week. To prevent it, is not expensive, not 
difficult, but people are still killed."•

"Professor Michaels has an aggressive 
posture to employers," opines Brad Ham-
mock, head of the labour, employment, and 
benefits division at the Jackson Lewis law 
firm in Washington. "He shows less willing-
ness to settle, he has a much harder edge tone 
toward the employers community. For my 
clients, it raised the profile of OSHA. Before, 
OSHA was deep down on their list to do, now 
it is number 2 or 3 on their list," he says.

And indeed, the new boss wants to 
give fresh impetus to the creation of stand-
ards "stuck in the pipeline" for many years. 
His sights are set on a hundred chemicals. 
A maximum exposure limit for silica dust 
is due to be set shortly. Beryllium - used in 
aerospace, telecommunications and defence 
applications - will also soon be regulated, 
along with diacetyl, an artificial flavouring 
suspected of causing bronchiolitis among 
popcorn industry workers.

The risks run by crane and derrick op-
erators are front and centre. An average 80 
workers are killed on construction sites each 
year. A much tougher new regulation was 
therefore published in July. 

Musculoskeletal disorders are also on 
David Michaels’ list. The 'Form 300' column 
is back with a bang. And OSHA top brass 
have even decided to put out regular public 
information on all accidents and diseases 
found in 80,000 firms.

 

Stiffer fines 
 

The new-look OSHA is informing more, regu-
lating more and hitting the bad apples harder. 
In October 2009, a BP refinery in Texas had 
to pay a fine of $87 million, the biggest ever 
demanded by OSHA. The oil group had expe-
rienced an explosion in 2005 which killed 15 
workers and injured 170 people. The OSHA 
inspectors returned some years later and still 
found 439 violations of industry safety rules. 
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Job-related suicide: three books
in search of explanations
The grim regularity of workplace suicides 
reported in the French media is typified by 
each fresh suicide at France Télécom, where 
46 workers have killed themselves since 2008 
(figures at mid-April 2010). The tribulations 
of France’s historical telecom operator have 
shed a stark light on the impact work has on 
a problem hitherto generally thought to arise 
out of private griefs. The media headlines 
have also made it a handy scapegoat for fin-
ger-pointing and public disquiet.

And that is unfortunate. Because it is 
not France Télécom that is the real problem – 
its working conditions are certainly no worse 
than others – so much as changing manage-
ment methods, and they are not confined to 
the former public corporation.

Three books on the issue published in late 
2009 avoid this trap. Orange stressé1  looks 
in detail at the France Télécom case (Orange is 
the company's flagship brand name and touted 
as the future group name). Journalist Ivan du 
Roy finds parallels between rising levels of 
psychological distress among employees and 
the company’s privatization. While caution-
ing against facile assumptions – work-related 
distress also affects the public service – he 
nevertheless singles out the revamped corpo-
rate culture after the public service was turned 
into a commercial company listed in France’s 
benchmark CAC 40 index.2

"On 31 December 1997, their job was 
to meet users' needs, however long it took or 
however much it cost to repair a line or in-
stall a (free of charge) phone socket; the very 
next day, on 1 January 1998, callers stopped 
being users and became customers to be sold 
or made to want to buy a product as quickly as 
possible", writes Ivan du Roy.

To win union backing for the company’s 
privatization, management agreed to main-
tain civil service status for the staff in place. 
A victory, then; but in an environment now 
governed by competition laws and the stock 
market, the claims of overstaffing were soon 
to follow. France Télécom was to enlist cost-
killers – "human resource management" spe-
cialists from the big international consultan-
cies, whose intervention the author describes 
as "management by uncertainty" (consisting 

in imposed stress, enforced mobility, con-
stant reassignment, sidelining and enforced 
retirement).

Office workers at all levels aged around 
fifty were the first casualties. Anything went 
to squeeze out these employees who enjoyed 
protected civil servant status. The author cites 
one case of a "high-flying 50-something poly-
technic graduate who rose to executive assist-
ant on 10,000 euros a month, and whose job 
now is to make up meeting badges and hand 
out glasses of orange juice to managers".

Cost-killer methods also loom large 
in Travailler à en mourir (Working to 
death), a book that centres around a spate of 
suicides at Renault's research centre. The au-
thor interviewed the victims’ families, who 
paint a picture of technicians and engineers 
with a love of their job and the car industry. 
Some were sidelined, others set impossible 
targets. Some ended up throwing themselves 
off the Technocentre walkway, others were 
found in the Guyancourt lake (near Paris). 
The authors look for the reasons for these 
workplace suicides in the changes made after 
Carlos Goshn took the helm of the carmaker. 
The new boss announced that Renault would 
double its product line to turn out 800 000 ve-
hicles in three years, to be achieved through a 
new bonus system based on "key performance 
indicators".

"What lay behind this was a highly in-
dividualised take on merit based on punish-
ing the under-achievers and rewarding the 
achievers, but the idea of group endeavour 
has gone", said one CGT union rep.

In Suicide et travail: que faire? 
(What to do about suicide at work), occupa-
tional psychologist Florence Bègue describes 
the havoc wrought by the destruction of 
workforces through her assignment in an 
aerospace equipment maintenance firm hit 
by a spate of suicides.

Shifting from a servicing to a mass pro-
duction approach led to a fall-off in quality at 
Mermot, a company reputed for its workforce 
skills for over a century. The bottom line is 
now all that counts.

"They describe a fragmentation of craft-
based teams that erodes their professional 

abilities and makes them have to skimp their 
work. The workers say they are in a dying 
trade, in downgraded jobs, and that results in 
feelings of worthlessness and pointlessness", 
writes Bègue.

Florence Bègue and Christophe De-
jours explore in forensic detail the key role 
played by work in the interaction between 
individual identity and group identity. A re-
lationship that is threatened by management 
methods that effectively isolate workers.

"The current spate of workplace sui-
cides stems not just from unfair treatment, 
incurring disfavour or bullying. It stems 
mainly from the harrowing experience of 
other people keeping their silence, letting 
them down, refusing to speak up, being cow-
ardly. The unfair treatment or bullying that 
once would have been a difficult or painful 
experience can today escalate quickly into 
an identity crisis." That is less an observation 
than an indictment of the dominant model of 
business organization.

— Denis Grégoire

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

Orange stressé. 
Le management par 
le stress à France 
Télécom
by Ivan du Roy, éditions 
La Découverte,  
October 2009, 252 p.

Travailler à en mourir. 
Quand le monde 
de l’entreprise mène 
au suicide
by Paul Moreira and Hubert 
Prolongeau, Flammarion, 
October 2009, 243 p.

Suicide et travail : 
que faire ?
by Christophe Dejours and 
Florence Bègue, Presses 
universitaires de France, 
September 2009, 129 p.
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1. Literally “stressed 
Orange” – a pun on the 
French “orange pressée”, 
pressed orange juice – (Tr.).

2. Approximately equivalent 
to the top 40 firms in the 
FTSE 100.
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The mercenaries
of science
Epidemiologist David Michaels has pub-
lished a gripping book entitled Doubt is Their 
Product: How Industry's Assault on Science 
Threatens Your Health. The first part of the 
title is a direct reference to a cigarette ex-
ecutive’s remark that, "Doubt is our product 
since it is the best means of competing with 
the "body of fact" that exists in the minds of 
the general public. It is also the means of es-
tablishing a controversy." The author exposes 
how the industry has managed to turn the 
meaning of words upside-down, sanctifying 
its science as "sound science" and vilifying 
scientific community research as "junk sci-
ence" to stave off policy decisions on risks for 
as long as possible.

Where does it come from, this industry 
love affair with scientific absolutes? And why 
the contrast between the rush to bring any in-
novation to market - including where no risk 
assessment has been done - and the demands 
for a full and detailed assessment of any ini-
tiative to protect health? David Michaels ar-
gues that the multinationals’ first attempts to 
further their causes through the promotion 
of "sound science" date back to before World 
War Two, the aim being to avoid government 
regulation of the carcinogens that workers 
were exposed to. But incidentally, to limit 
inconvenient lawsuits. The industry went on 
the front foot, giving the steer to asbestos re-
search in the 1930s, and initiating a major de-
velopment in industrial hygiene expertise ... 
which consistently downplayed the risks. The 
author shows how, around the same time, the 
dye industry engaged research programmes 
to avoid being forced to take effective preven-
tion measures. Over the years, the scientists 
working for industry have continually honed 
their "sales pitch".

The author reviews the practices of a 
money-driven science. In areas as diverse as 
tobacco, lead, synthetic dyes, Freon gas, some 
food additives, drugs and nuclear energy, we 
seem to be locked into a "groundhog day" sce-
nario. Faced with initial data that indicate a 
significant health hazard, industry-funded 
scientists have consistently played down the 
dangers while playing up the limits of knowl-
edge and the degree of uncertainty. One tech-
nique is to demand proof that the workers 
concerned had not also been exposed to other 
harmful substances.

This strategy of doubt lets industry 
go back on the offensive on two favourable 
fronts. The scientific community cannot but 
be receptive to arguments that point out the 
limitations of the methods used by available 

studies and propose endless new research to 
clarify the results and verify the uncertain-
ties. The false positive idea of "sound sci-
ence" which tells only settled truths goes in 
hand with tempting budgets and access to 
the industrial workforce as an inexhaustible 
supply of laboratory animals. It gives politi-
cians all the ammunition they need whenever 
they decide to throw in the towel to a lobby. 
It simply notes the imperfection of scientific 
knowledge and does not seek to undermine 
economic activity by mere guesswork. The 
symbiosis between scientists working for in-
dustry and policy makers can be reinforced 
by the wholesale use of PR consultants and 
intervention by the court system, although 
the latter is more a US than European phe-
nomenon.

A kind of meta-discipline of risk assess-
ment – Europe would tend to talk of "Impact 
assessments" - has gradually imposed itself. 
It aims to put the inevitable element of uncer-
tainty inherent to all scientific output to use 
in discrediting public policy measures. The 
criticisms grow shriller still where the risks 
relate to the least fortunate groups. This is 
what the author describes as the institution-
alization of uncertainty. Sadly, it is an area in 
which the EU seems to be playing catch-up 
with Bush's America.

The book ends on twelve recommen-
dations, all targeted on promoting transpar-
ency, requiring a prior risk assessment before 
chemicals are placed on the market, and de-
veloping publicly-funded scientific expertise. 
There is also a concern that environmental 
protection should be more closely allied to 
workers’ health.

Written in language the lay reader can 
understand, and shot through with a burn-
ing desire to put scientific knowledge into 
the crucible of the social debate, this book 
will certainly be of wide interest outside the 
United States. It is of more than incidental in-
terest that its author became the new director 
of OSHA - the US federal health and safety 
agency - in 2009. Hopefully, he will get the 
chance to put his ideas into practice.

— Laurent Vogel

Doubt is Their Product: 
How Industry's Assault 
on Science Threatens 
Your Health 
by David Michaels, New 
York, Oxford University 
Press, 2008, 372 p.
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