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Editorial
Don’t be taken in by false sentiment 
on 28 April

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


