
spring-summer 2018/HesaMag #1724 Special report 15/29

Tony Musu
ETUI

The European Cosmetics Regulation: 
consumers better protected than 
hairdressers

We’ve just been given this lovely new European Cosmetics Regulation, but it 
seems to totally ignore beauticians, focusing solely on protecting consumers and 
lab animals. With regard to the health and safety of those whose work is reliant on 
the use of such products, the measures foreseen are purely… cosmetic.

The Cosmetics Directive 
does not provide 
sufficient protection 
for professional users, 
especially manicurists, 
who are being exposed 
to a cocktail of 
chemicals because of 
the fashion for nail art. 
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A number of studies document 
the link between the occupational 
exposure of hairdressers to 
endocrine disruptors and  
the increased occurrence of 
deformities in their children.

Many scientific studies show that those work-
ing in the beauty sector (hairdressers, beau-
ticians, etc.) are exposed at work to a whole 
cocktail of chemical substances and that 
thus they are at much greater risk of devel-
oping certain occupational diseases (der-
matitis1, respiratory problems, reproductive 
disorders2, various forms of cancer3, etc.). 
Estimates put the percentage of hairdress-
ers likely to suffer from work-related asthma 
some time in their lives at 20%. 

Yet the cosmetic products they use 
throughout the day supposedly have no ad-
verse effect on their health. Current legis-
lation stipulates that "a cosmetic product 
made available on the market shall be safe 
for human health when used under normal 
or reasonably foreseeable conditions of use". 
Unfortunately, the European Cosmetics Reg-
ulation4 is practically 100% focused on pro-
tecting consumers, with just a few meagre 
provisions for professional users. Yet, while 
consumers generally use cosmetic products 
for just a few minutes a day, beauticians are 
exposed to them eight hours a day, five or six 
days a week, throughout their working lives.

Beauticians excluded from the early 
warning system

Adopted in 2009, the European Cosmetics 
Regulation sets the rules for the safety and 
marketing of cosmetic products in the Euro-
pean Union. Its aim is to "achieve an internal 
market for cosmetic products while ensuring 
a high level of protection of human health". 
Manufacturers are obliged to compile a safety 

assessment report for each cosmetic product 
made available on the market. They cannot 
market a product without having previous-
ly clearly designated a "responsible person" 
(a legal or natural person, in most cases the 
manufacturer or the importer) whose role it is 
to ensure compliance with the relevant safety 
requirements set forth in the Regulation.

The Regulation contains a list of sub-
stances whose use is prohibited (Annex II) as 
well as a list of those whose use is restricted 
(Annex III). It also contains a positive list 
of colourants, preservatives and UV filters 
demonstrated to be safe and approved for use 
in a cosmetic product (Annexes IV, V and VI 
respectively). As a result of the massive pub-
lic outcry over animal testing to establish the 
safety of cosmetic products and their ingre-
dients, the Regulation has banned such prac-
tices in Europe since 20095. Manufacturers 

1. Wiszniewska M. and 
Walusiak-Skorupa J. 
(2015) Recent Trends 
in Occupational Contact 
Dermatitis, Current Allergy 
and Asthma Reports, 15(7), 
43.
2. Kim D. et al. (2016) 
Reproductive disorders 
among cosmetologists 
and hairdressers: a meta-
analysis, Int Arch Occup 
Environ Health, 89(5), 
739-53.
3. Letasiová S. et al. (2012) 
Bladder cancer, a review 
of the environmental risk 
factors, Environ Health,  
28 June 2012.
4. This regulation (EC No. 
1223/2009) abrogates and 
replaces Council Directive 
76/768/EEC of 27 July 
1976 on cosmetic products, 
amended seven times since 
1976.
5. With the exception of 
certain complex tests (e.g.: 
reproductive toxicity) which 
have only been prohibited 
as of 2013.
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6. Polyaminopropyl 
biguanide (PAPB).
7. Revision of the Opinion 
on the safety of the use 
of formaldehyde in nail 
hardeners, Scientific 
Committee on Consumer 
Safety, 16 December 2014.

toxic for reproduction (CMR) in categories 1A 
(proven effects), 1B (presumed effects) and 
2 (suspected effects). Category 2 CMR sub-
stances may however be used when that have 
been found safe for use by the Scientific Com-
mittee for Consumer Safety (SCCS). PAPB6, 
for example, a broad-spectrum preservative 
(and suspected carcinogen) has just been au-
thorised for use in all cosmetic products (ex-
cept sprays) at a maximum concentration of 
0.1%. 

Similarly, Category 1A or 1B CMR sub-
stances may in exceptional circumstances be 
used when they comply with food safety legis-
lation, when there is no safer alternative and 
when they have been found safe to use by the 
SCCS. The use of formaldehyde (a presumed 
carcinogen) is for instance authorised for nail 
hardeners up to a concentration of 2.2%7.

The problem is that the SCCS assesses 
risks solely – as its name states – for consum-
ers. The occupational risks associated with 
the use of cosmetic products are not taken 
into account and the European Commission 
is therefore unable to introduce the regula-
tory measures needed to protect the exposed 
workers.

Endocrine disruptors

Another major gap in the European Cosmet-
ics Regulation involves protection against the 
risks associated with exposure to endocrine 
disruptors. Resembling natural hormones, 
these chemical substances can interfere 
with the functioning of a person’s endocrine 
system, leading to harmful effects on those 
exposed or their children (thyroid problems, 
obesity, hormonal cancers, etc.). Over the 
last few years, many ingredients of cosmet-
ics such as certain phthalates (plasticisers) or 
parabens (preservatives) have been identified 
as endocrine disruptors or are suspected of 
being such. 

The European Cosmetics Regulation 
does little to rule out such risks, solely stip-
ulating that the Commission should review 
the regulation by 11 January 2015 when the 
criteria for determining substances with en-
docrine disrupting properties are available. 
Though these criteria were finally adopted at 
European level in 2017, the Cosmetics Reg-
ulation has yet to be amended by the Com-
mission. A number of studies document the 
link between the occupational exposure of 

have thus been forced to develop alterna-
tive forms of testing to assess the safety of 
their products. We should remember that 
many of the ingredients used in cosmetics 
are also to be found in other widely-used 
consumer products (medicines, detergents, 
paints, etc.) and that in vivo tests may be 
authorised in specific regulations covering 
these products.

The Regulation provides for a cosmet-
ics early warning system allowing any in-
formation relating to possible serious unde-
sirable effects linked to the use of cosmetic 
products to be quickly identified. This sys-
tem covers consumers but unfortunately not 
professional users. Responsible persons and 
distributors obliged to communicate such ef-
fects to their national authorities will there-
fore only be reporting some but not all of the 
serious problems associated with the use of 
their products.

Carcinogens slipping through the net

The regulation prohibits the use of substanc-
es classified as carcinogenic, mutagenic or 
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A further labelling deficiency is that labels do 
not list all ingredients present in a product.

hairdressers to endocrine disruptors and the 
increased occurrence of deformities in their 
children, such as hypospadias8 among boys9. 

Nanomaterials

The Regulation contains specific provisions 
when the cosmetic products contain nanoma-
terials. Such nanoscale substances are used 
in many cosmetic products as their chemi-
cal and physical properties often differ from 
those of larger-scale substances. Suntan lo-
tions using nanoscale titanium oxide as a UV 
filter make it possible for example to avoid 
leaving white marks when they are applied 
to the skin. Nanoscale substances require a 
special risk assessment. This is why manufac-
turers using them must inform the European 
Commission of such contents. After obtaining 
the opinion of the SCCS and when there is a 
potential risk to human health, the Commis-
sion may include such substances in Annex II 
or III. Their presence in a cosmetic product 
must also be indicated by the suffix [nano] in 
the list of ingredients on the packaging. 

Reliance on labelling

Ultimately, the packaging of cosmetic prod-
ucts is the only instrument foreseen by the 
Regulation enabling beauticians to find the 
relevant information for protecting their 
health. The packaging must list certain infor-
mation, including the name of the responsible 
person, the content (weight or volume), the 
list of ingredients and the shelf life (the date 

until which the cosmetic product continues to 
fulfil its initial function). 

It must also provide any specific usage 
warnings, at a minimum those listed in An-
nexes III-VI. Such information is of use for 
both consumers and professionals (for exam-
ple: avoid contact with eyes, wear appropri-
ate gloves). Certain cosmetic products are re-
served for professional use. Unfortunately, the 
specific warnings listed on the packaging are 
in many cases not any more informative than 
those for general-use products (e.g.: avoid skin 
contact; may cause an allergic reaction; dan-
ger of blindness, read instructions carefully).

A further labelling deficiency is that 
labels do not list all ingredients present in 
a product. One well-known gap involves the 
fragrances used in cosmetic products, a large 
number of which are skin sensitisers. Yet, of 
the 2,500 fragrance molecules used by the in-
dustry, just 26 (i.e. – 1% of existing fragranc-
es) are recognised as allergenic and must be 
listed on the packaging. The other 99% are 
not listed, i.e. it is impossible for allergic us-
ers to know whether they are present in the 
products before using them, possibly induc-
ing an allergic reaction.•
More information

Mengeot M.A., Musu T., Vogel L. (2016) Endocrine 
disruptors: an occupational risk in need of recogni-
tion, Brussels, ETUI, 72 p. 
Maraschin J. (2009) Hairdressing and beauty care: 
European action for safer workplaces, HesaMag, 1, 
42-45. 
These two publications can be downloaded free of 
charge from: http://www.etui.org > Publications 

Dyeing: giving priority 
to industry profits 
over users’ health

For more than a century, para-
phenylenediamine (PPD) has been used for 
dyeing hair (oxidation dyes). This molecule has 
made (and continues to make) a fortune for 
many hair product brands. European legislation 
classifies PPD as a skin sensitiser (i.e. causing 
allergic skin reactions). The scientific literature 
is full of studies showing that the use of this 
molecule has a devastating effect on dyeing 
professionals, to such an extent that many 
hairdressers, including apprentices, have to 
give up their jobs due to their allergy. The 
proportion of people reacting allergically 
to PPD within the population at large (for 
example, consumers dyeing their hair) is 
also fairly high, reaching a rate of 4-6% in 
industrialised countries*. Nevertheless, this 
molecule remains an ingredient – along with 
many other substances belonging to the same 
family – of hair dyes authorised for sale on 
the European market. The cosmetics industry 
has managed to convince the legislators 
that, “when used under normal or reasonably 
foreseeable conditions of use, their dyes are 
safe for human health”.

* Mukkanna K.S. et al. (2017) Para-
phenylenediamine allergy: current perspectives 
on diagnosis and management, Journal of Asthma 
and Allergy, 10, 9–15. 
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8. The urethra opening is 
not at the tip of the penis.
9. Kalfa N. et al. (2015) 
Is Hypospadias Associated 
with Prenatal Exposure 
to Endocrine Disruptors? 
A French Collaborative 
Controlled Study of a 
Cohort of 300 Consecutive 
Children Without Genetic 
Defect, European Urology, 
68(6), 1023-30.


