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The why and how of working time reduction
Stan De Spiegelaere and Agnieszka Piasna

This guide maps the discussion on working time reduction by 
examining the recent trends, the different reasons for implementing 
such a reduction, and the ways in which it can be organised. 
Illustrated with numerous real-life examples and insights from 
research, this guide is a valuable resource for anybody wishing to 
know more about the working time reduction debate. 
The guide shows that there is no ‘one best way’ of reducing working 
time. The design of the experiment should be adapted according 
to the purpose of the reduction. At the same time, it is clear that 
there is a great need for large-scale experimentation with organised 
working time reduction, as the current reduction through the 
proliferation of part-time work does not guarantee an equal 
redistribution of work nor does it promote gender equality. 

Le dialogue social européen.  
Histoire d’une innovation sociale (1985-2003)
Jean Lapeyre

This book recounts the history of the social dialogue, from 
its birth to its achievement of greater autonomy, through the 
different accounts of the actors who conceived and developed it, 
with reference to various texts, joint opinions and autonomous 
agreements, and through an analysis of the functioning of the social 
dialogue. It is therefore a "human" vision of the construction of the 
social dialogue that is presented in this work. This process was the 
result of encounters between actors but also of the shared will that 
existed between them at a certain time, despite the many tensions, 
in the dynamic context of European integration. The history covers 
the period 1985-2003, during which time the author was responsible 
for the social dialogue at the ETUC. 

The cost of occupational cancer in the EU-28
Daniel Vencovsky et al. 

This study was commissioned by the European Trade Union 
Institute (ETUI) and conducted by the Risk & Policy Analysts 
Limited and FoBIG with the aim of assessing the costs of work-
related cancer in the European Union. It is immense: between €270 
and €610 billion each year, which represents 1.8% to 4.1% of the 
gross domestic product of the European Union. 
The consultants have examined the exposure of workers to 
25 carcinogenic agents or work situations (e.g. asbestos, benzene, 
silica, night work or shift work, diesel engine emissions).
The full study can be downloaded for free from the ETUI website. 
An abridged version of the report will soon be edited and published 
by the ETUI.

ETUI, 2017
88 p.
www.etui.org > 
Publications > Guides

ETUI, 2017
288 p.
The English version will be 
available in April 2018.
www.etui.org > Publications 
> Books

Risk & Policy Analysts 
Limited, ETUI, 2017
328 p.
Full report and summary 
available on www.etui.org > 
Publications > Reports
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Le dialogue social européen
Histoire d'une innovation
sociale (1985-2003)
—
Jean Lapeyre

Préface de Jacques Delors
Postface de Luca Visentini

« Par rapport à d’autres ouvrages sur le dialogue social européen, ce livre fait la différence 
car il s’agit d’un récit de l’intérieur, de la part de celui qui a été pendant de longues années, 

la cheville ouvrière, côté syndical, de cet acquis majeur de l’Europe sociale. » 
— Emilio Gabaglio, 

Secrétaire général de la CES (1991-2003)

« L’auteur, partisan fervent du dialogue social européen, a mis son âme dans ce travail 
de bénédictin qu’il a enrichi de son engagement de syndicaliste, de sa capacité d’indignation,

 de sa fougue toute française. Son livre sera un ouvrage de référence incontournable. » 
— Wilfried Beirnaert, 

Administrateur et Directeur général de la Fédération des entreprises belges (FEB) (1981-1998)

« Ce bilan exhaustif dressé par un acteur central du processus nous rappelle que construire 
l’Europe sociale, c’est construire l’Europe et viser la réalisation d’une société européenne. 

À  méditer face aux dérives qui menacent aujourd’hui l’édifice. »
— Claude Didry, 

Sociologue, Directeur de recherche au Centre national de la recherche
 scientifique (CNRS) (Centre Maurice Halbwachs, École Normale Supérieure)

Ce livre propose une histoire de la construction du dialogue social européen entre 1985 et 2003, 
à partir de documents et d’interviews des acteurs syndicaux, patronaux et de fonctionnaires 
européens, ainsi que du témoignage de l’auteur, acteur direct de cette histoire. Le dialogue social 
a été un élément fondamental de la construction d’un espace social européen, qui reste encore 
bien insuffisant. Ce n’est pas une histoire sans conflits ni échecs. Mais elle montre qu’une forte 
conscience européenne et un profond sens de l’intérêt général peuvent apporter des acquis 
concrets aux citoyens. La construction européenne, cette « aventure humaine » comme l’appelle 
Jacques Delors, ne demande qu’à être relancée sur la base de ses valeurs fondamentales : 
progrès social et solidarité ; cohésion et démocratie ; développement durable. Le dialogue social 
européen est un des meilleurs outils pour réaliser ces objectifs. 

D/2017/10.574/06
ISBN 978-2-87452-447-9
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Newsflash…

A new head for the ETUI Working 
Conditions, Health and Safety Unit

In early October 2017, Marian Schaapman 
was appointed head of the unit dealing 
with working conditions and health and 
safety issues within the ETUI research 
department. 

Marian, who studied law and public 
administration, previously worked for the 
Dutch trade union confederation FNV’s 
Beroepziekten Bureau (Occupational 
Diseases Office), a unit set up in 2000 to 
help workers and their families get decent 
compensation for occupational diseases.

Marian also acquired broad 
experience in the academic world as a 
former labour law and policy researcher 
at the University of Amsterdam’s Hugo 
Sinzheimer Institute.

She conducted research in a wide 
range of areas, from occupational diseases 
and working conditions to gender equality.

New data review highlights 
the major role of working conditions 
in breast cancers

On 2 September 2017, a review of data 
on the environmental causes of breast 
cancers was published in the journal 
Environmental Health. An all-female 
team of researchers reviewed more than 
800 studies. They point out that, over 
the past eight years, a large amount of 
data has been collected on the role of 
environmental exposures in the occurrence 
of breast cancers.

These environmental exposures come 
about in two different ways. They occur 
in working environments as occupational 
exposures and in the course of ordinary 
life as a consequence of industrial and 
commercial choices. There is therefore 
nothing accidental about them, and 
policies focused on eliminating these risk 
factors would very considerably reduce the 
incidence of cancers of the breast, which 
is the main site affected by cancer in 
women’s bodies.

Among the most frequent examples 
of occupational exposure, the authors cite 
endocrine-disrupting chemicals, night shift 
work, ionising radiation, passive smoking 
and many other chemical agents, such as 
polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons (PAHs), 
compounds used in pesticides, aromatic 
amines (found in cosmetics, among other 
things), benzene and various metals. 
Researchers have been able to identify 
increased concentrations of iron, nickel, 
chromium, zinc, cadmium, mercury and 
lead in tissue biopsies from women with 
breast cancer. Although no definitive 
conclusions are reached, the study also 
mentions the potential role played by 
electromagnetic fields.

European Parliament rejects 
Commission proposal on endocrine 
disruptors

On 4 October, the European Parliament 
vetoed the Commission’s proposed 
criteria for the identification of endocrine 
disruptors. A significant majority of MEPs 
believed that these criteria contravened 
EU law and posed a threat to public health 
and the environment (389 voted in favour 
of rejecting the criteria, while only 235 
supported the European Commission). 
The Commission must now go back to the 
drawing board and draft a replacement 
proposal over the next few months.

In July 2017, the Commission 
proposed the adoption of criteria for the 
identification of endocrine disruptors in 
the context of legislation on pesticides 
and biocides.

Much criticism has been levelled at 
these criteria by scientists, environmental 
groups, public health organisations and 
trade unions, particularly as regards 
the exemption for pesticides specifically 
designed to disrupt the endocrine system.

The debate on this topic has been 
ongoing for several years, with the 
Commission securing approval for its 
criteria from a majority of Member 
States only after France’s election of 
President Macron. The previous French 
Government had rejected these criteria 
and called for a more ambitious policy on 
endocrine disruptors.



autumn-winter 2017/HesaMag #163 Newsflash… 2/3

Switzerland: deterioration in 
working conditions over the past  
10 years

An overall increase in most sources of 
physical stress at work such as loud noise, 
vibrations, painful positions and repetitive 
movements was observed in Switzerland 
between 2005 and 2015, setting the 
country at odds with the rest of Europe, 
where work-related physical risks remained 
at a constant level.

This is the main take-away from the 
report (presented on 22 May 2017) on the 
Swiss cohort of the European Working 
Conditions Survey, which was carried out 
in 2015 in 35 European countries.

The health problems experienced 
most frequently by workers in Switzerland 
include backache (over 35% of employees), 
headaches and eye strain (33.7%), and 
muscular pains in the shoulders, neck and/
or upper limbs (31.8%).

The number of employees whose main 
job involves tiring or painful positions 
has increased over the past 10 years, as is 
also the case for repetitive hand or arm 
movements.

One quarter of employees in 
Switzerland experience stress at work 
most of the time or always, one third feel 
exhausted at the end of the working day 
and 9% wake up the next day with a feeling 
of exhaustion and fatigue.

Yet even though the level of physical 
stress experienced by Swiss employees 
has increased, their overall level of 
satisfaction with working conditions from 
a health perspective is higher than in other 
countries in Europe, with 89% stating that 
their health in general is good or very good 
(compared to 80% in the rest of Europe). 
The proportion of employees stating that 
their work affects their health negatively is 
relatively low (15% compared to 27% across 
the rest of Europe).

Study confirms diesel engine 
exhaust emissions as a major cause 
of lung cancers

A Swedish study, published in June 2017 
in European Journal of Epidemiology, 
compared the occurrence of lung cancer 
among workers who had been exposed 
to carcinogenic diesel engine exhaust 
emissions (DEEEs) in the course of their 
work and those who had not. The findings 
of the study confirm that occupational 
exposure to DEEEs is a major cause of 
lung cancers.

Occupational exposure to diesel 
engines appears to be associated with a 
particularly high risk of developing specific 
types of lung cancer such as squamous 
cell carcinomas (which originate in 
the pulmonary mucosa) and large cell 
undifferentiated carcinomas.

The researchers found a correlation 
between levels of risk and exposure, with 
a particularly high increase in lung cancer 
occurrence compared to non-exposed 
workers – approximately 65% – for workers 
exposed to elemental carbon (one of the 
components of diesel engine emissions) at 
levels above 33 µg/m³.

DEEEs are currently the focal point 
of debates on the proposed revision of the 
EU Directive on the protection of workers 
from the risks related to exposure to 
carcinogens or mutagens at work, since 
the European Commission objects to the 
inclusion of these carcinogens within the 
Directive’s scope.

Belgium steps up efforts to prevent 
risks to reproductive health in  
the workplace

A Royal Decree published in the Belgian 
Monitor on 11 September has extended the 
scope of worker protection regulations to 
cover not only carcinogens and mutagens, 
but also reprotoxic substances. This 
represents the final stage of regulatory 
reforms which the Belgian Government 
initially hoped would run in parallel to a 
similar process launched by the European 
Union back in 2002.

Lack of progress at EU level, however, 
ultimately forced Belgium to take unilateral 
action, following the example of other EU 
Member States such as France, Germany, 
Austria, Finland and the Czech Republic.

An amendment adopted by the 
European Parliament and the Council of 
Ministers in July 2017 means that Europe 
itself will now be obliged to take action by 
the first quarter of 2019 at the latest, in the 
form of a Commission proposal concerning 
the protection of workers against 
reprotoxic substances.

Reprotoxic substances in Belgian 
workplaces will, in future, be subject to 
the stringent set of regulations intended 
to prevent occupational exposure to 
carcinogens, since carcinogens and 
reprotoxic substances have several things 
in common: their effects on human health 
are extremely serious and often irreversible, 
and in many cases exposure is "invisible" 
because of the potentially long delay 
between exposure in the workplace and the 
onset of a health-related problem.
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Cleaning workforce at particular 
risk of pulmonary disease

According to a survey carried out by the 
Vrije Universiteit Brussel (VUB) and picked 
up on by the Belgian media on 25 August, 
the mortality rate from pulmonary disease 
is significantly higher among men and 
women who work in the cleaning sector 
than among the rest of the population.

Laura Van den Borre, a doctoral 
student in sociology at the VUB, 
investigated the causes of mortality in 
a population of males and females aged 
between 30 and 60 who worked in the 
cleaning sector during the period 1991-2011.

Using a population of executive 
and non-executive employees as a point 
of comparison, she discovered that the 
mortality rate from pulmonary disease 
was 45% higher for men who had formerly 
worked in the cleaning sector, and 16% 
higher for women in the same position.

In total, Laura Van den Borre 
analysed 202 339 deaths of males and 
58 592 deaths of females.

The aim of the research was not to 
establish a precise explanation for these 
excess deaths from pulmonary disease; 
in response to questions from the Belgian 
media, however, Van den Borre cited as 
probable causes the workers’ exposure to 
chemicals in cleaning products and the 
biological risks associated with exposure 
to mould and dust.

More than half of women say PPE 
prevents them doing their job

The unisex approach applied by most 
manufacturers of personal protective 
equipment (PPE) means it is unsuitable and 
uncomfortable for many female workers, 
according to a report published on 28 April 
2017 by the Trades Union Congress (TUC).

More than half (57%) of the women 
that took part in the study said their PPE 
sometimes or significantly hampered 
their work.

The UK’s national trade union centre 
has called on employers to avoid PPE 
suppliers that do not provide a range of 
sizes for both sexes, after only three in ten 
women (29%) told a 2016 survey that the 
PPE they wear at work has been specifically 
designed for them. 

The report says that most PPE is 
designed to fit the sizes and characteristics 
of male populations from Europe and the 
US. As a result most women – and also 
many men – who do not fit this profile, 
struggle to find suitable PPE.

For example, the use of a "standard" 
US male face shape in the production of 
respiratory protective equipment means 
it does not fit most women, as well as men 
from black and minority ethnic groups or 
with facial hair, TUC said. 

 It also highlighted other items of PPE 
that can increase risk from injury if it is 
ill-fitting. The wrong shoes or overalls can 
cause trips, for instance, while unsuitable 
gloves can lead to problems gripping, and 
safety harnesses, belts and body armour 
can rub against the skin if they do not 
accommodate breasts and female hips.

The findings in the report are based 
on 2,655 responses to a TUC survey and 
3,086 responses to a joint survey carried 
out by trade union Prospect and the 
Women’s Engineering Society.

Adoption of the first part of  
the revision of the Directive  
on work-related cancers

On 25 October 2017, the European 
Parliament approved the compromise 
negotiated with the Council of Ministers 
on the first phase of the revision of the 
Directive on carcinogens and mutagens 
at work. 

This vote means that the text is now 
adopted. It must be transposed into the 
national legislations of the EU Member 
States by 2019. It is a significant step 
forward in comparison to the minimalist 
legislative proposal put forward by the 
Commission in May 2016.

The positive elements are: (1) A 
reduction in the occupational exposure 
limit values initially proposed for 
hexavalent chromium and hardwood dusts; 
(2) The principle of health surveillance of 
workers exposed to carcinogenic agents 
is introduced in the Directive. Given 
that most cancers appear several years 
after exposure, this should help to save 
numerous lives; (3) The Commission will 
consider including in the scope of the 
Directive, no later than 2019, substances 
that are toxic to reproduction.

However, the compromise did 
not make any significant progress on 
crystalline silica, in comparison to the 
Commission’s initial proposals. The limit 
value of 0.1 mg/m3 remains unchanged. In 
its next five-year report on the application 
of the Directive, the Commission will 
examine whether or not this limit value 
needs to be reduced.

The second phase is under way, with a 
proposal put forward by the Commission in 
January 2017 on five new limit values. The 
third phase is due to begin in 2018.

Newsflash… 3/3
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Editorial
Grenfell Tower, a crime

On 14 June, a 24-floor tower block caught fire 
in upmarket Kensington at the foot of Notting 
Hill in London. The current – still uncertain – 
death toll stands at 80. Five months after the 
tragedy, hundreds of its former residents are 
having to live in precarious conditions.

The fire’s material causes are known. 
Started by a faulty fridge, it rapidly spread 
to the whole building – a tower block without 
adequate fire-fighting facilities. The outside 
cladding consisted of an inner layer of poly-
isocyanurate (PIR), a foam-based insulating 
material, and an outer layer of polyethylene 
sandwiched between two thin layers of alu-
minium sheeting. An air gap separated the 
two layers. PIR is an inexpensive material 
with very good thermal insulation properties 
but combustible. It releases toxic fumes such 
as hydrogen cyanide when it burns. The air 
gap acted as a chimney, helping to spread the 
flames and combustion gases.

In most other European countries, the 
use of PIR for insulating this type of build-
ing is banned. There was nothing exceptional 
about the risk: it was known to building ex-
perts and the public authorities. 

So why did the fire happen? The answer 
to this question has political and social roots, 
transforming what might seem to be an acci-
dent into a mass crime. Why indeed? Though 
the chain of causes is long, it can be summed 
up in one sentence: the Grenfell Tower resi-
dents paid the price for the rapid growth of 
social inequality.

The majority of residents of such social 
housing are migrant workers. A poor popu-
lation in a rich neighbourhood, they report-
ed the dangers to which they were exposed 
on many occasions. The tower’s residents’ 
association had for instance reported the 
malfunctioning of smoke detection systems 
months before the fire, as well as the absence 
of protection around the gas mains. Build-
ing inspection departments did not react at 
all to these complaints. And for the main-
stream press, these were nothing but poor 

immigrants endangering the rich whites. An-
ything different was inconceivable. 

For more than 20 years, the British 
government has been working to the princi-
ple of better regulation. Introduced by Tony 
Blair in 1997, it is based on the conviction 
that state regulation hinders free enterprise, 
as well as industrial and commercial initia-
tive, and that it could develop a culture of risk 
aversion among the working classes. All suc-
cessor governments have adhered to this idea, 
with the tabloids making the nanny state one 
of their main targets. 

The consequences: fire protection rules 
have been simplified and controls relaxed, 
the administrative burden for companies is 
constantly being reduced for the benefit of 
shareholder profits, and public budgets are 
subject to austerity measures. This regime 
has been enthusiastically embraced by Euro-
pean Union institutions, explaining why, at 
a European level, serious risks are tolerated 
as long as they help boost company profits: 
glyphosate, endocrine disruptors, etc. The list 
is unending.

Coming back to the case of Grenfell 
Tower, built in 1974, it was the subject of ma-
jor refurbishment work in 2016, part of which 
involved installing the PIR cladding. In line 
with better regulation principles, there are 
increasingly fewer in-depth standards for 
this type of work, with preference given to 
company self-regulation. Companies are thus 
supposed to assess the risks themselves and 
take decisions based on a cost-benefit calcu-
lation of the margin of acceptable risk. In this 
case, they considered the risk to be tolerable 
as the probability of a fire was viewed as low. 
Useless to say that the laws of the market 
make risks all the more acceptable when the 
potential victims do not belong to the privi-
leged classes. And if their skin colour is dark-
er than usual, an extra dose of risk does not 
go amiss.

As is the case in most major construc-
tion projects, the work was awarded to those 

companies offering the lowest costs. The 
choice of a dangerous insulation material 
pushed costs down by GBP 300 000, out of a 
total 10-million budget. 80 deaths for a sav-
ing representing only 3% of the total budget… 
To reduce costs, such work is organised using 
a complex subcontracting cascade, with the 
result that, at the end of the day, nobody had 
any control over the whole project, unless it is 
written down in a documentation so formal-
ised that it has nothing to do with everyday 
work reality.

Grenfell Tower: a crime with 80 deaths. 
Yet insufficient prevention of work-related 
cancers is the cause of 100 000 deaths a year 
in the European Union. One Grenfell Tower 
every eight hours. While the Grenfell Tower 
deaths got weeks of media coverage, victims 
of occupational cancers go generally un-
mentioned. But they are killed by the same 
causes: the growth of social inequality, the 
servility with which a large section of elected 
representatives accepts subordinating public 
policies to the interests of the privileged. The 
massive demonstrations in the aftermath of 
the fire constitute a glimmer of hope, point-
ing to a will to regain control over living and 
working conditions, a will to revitalise bot-
tom-up politics.•

Editorial 1/1

Laurent Vogel
ETUI

The laws of the market 
make risks all the 
more acceptable when 
the potential victims 
do not belong to the 
privileged classes.
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Is Europe heading towards the eclipse 
of “psychosocial risks” at work?
At a time when no one can dispute the growing importance of “psychosocial 
risks” and when the very use of this expression for these risks is becoming routine, 
in European circles a semantic shift towards the more inclusive topic of mental 
health is developing and solidifying. Under the guise of widening the debate, 
the expression “psychosocial risks” is being eclipsed, resulting in the removal or 
marginalisation of the link with the conditions of work and employment from 
which they stem.

European news 1/4

Fabienne Scandella
ETUI

In recent years  
DG Employment has 
been immobile on the 
topic of psychosocial 
risks at work. 
Image: © Belga
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machine, like most of the other health- and 
safety-related issues5. This paralysis began at 
the start of the Barroso era (2004) and con-
solidated with the introduction of the REFIT 
(Regulatory Fitness and Performance) pro-
gramme in 2012. 

The communication entitled EU Stra-
tegic Framework on Health and Safety at 
Work6, published by the Directorate-General 
for Employment and Social Affairs in June 
2014, confirms the disengagement of Com-
munity bodies from the issue of psychosocial 
risks by ruling out until 2020 the possibility 
of reinforcing the regulatory framework in 
order to better prevent such risks. Although 
this communication notes the prevalence of 
stress among European workers, it confines 
itself to confirming that "attention should be 
given" to this issue and remains evasive on 
the measures to be implemented in order to 
improve prevention and halt the progression 
of the risks leading to this stress. 

The communication of January 2017, 
entitled Safer and Healthier Work for All – 
Modernisation of the EU Occupational Safe-
ty and Health Legislation and Policy, con-
firms DG EMPL’s limited ambition in this 
respect given that it states, with regard to 
psychosocial risks, that "to improve workers" 
protection in practice, it is necessary to raise 
employers’ awareness and provide them with 
further guides and tools’7. 

Awareness-raising campaigns, best 
practice guides, user-friendly IT tools, etc. 
are some of a whole host of remedies, re-
peatedly used in recent decades, that the 
Commission is proposing to continue using 
despite their having not even minimally 

European news 2/4

Psychosocial risks emerged at the end of 
the 1980s in numerous European countries, 
with an urgency that demanded awareness 
and action on the part of all actors involved 
in occupational health. It was based on this 
finding that, in the context of the European 
social dialogue, the social partners seized on 
the issue, resulting in the signature of auton-
omous framework agreements on stress in 
2004, and then on violence and harassment 
at work in 2007. Although these agreements 
effectively encouraged increased aware-
ness of the importance of these risks, at the 
time qualified as "emerging"1, it should be 
noted today that, as a result of the harmful 
effects that these risk factors are having on 
the health of an ever increasing number of 
workers, these agreements have proved pow-
erless to halt a progression that now seems 
to be genuinely pandemic. 

Faced with this alarming finding, and 
given that the existence of legislation (and 
therefore of the obligation to comply with 
that legislation) is the main factor driving 
companies to act in terms of preventing occu-
pational risks2, many observers are calling for 
a legislative initiative on psychosocial risks at 
European level3. A directive in this respect 
would help to harmonise the protection that 
workers enjoy in the various Member States, 
given that the Commission itself recognises 
that a minimum level of protection is lacking 
within the Union4. 

It seems, however, that these calls are 
doomed to failure. The issue of psychosocial 
risks, despite its progression and associat-
ed concerns, is in fact being obstructed by 
the paralysis of the Community regulatory 

4. European Commission, 
Commission Staff Working 
Paper. Report on the 
Implementation of the 
European social partners’ 
Framework Agreement on 
Work-related Stress, 2011, 
SEC (2011) 241 final, p. 3.
5. With the notable 
exception of the Directive 
on carcinogens and 
mutagens at work, which is 
currently being revised.
6. European Commission, 
Communication on an EU 
Strategic Framework on 
Health and Safety at Work 
(2014-2020), COM(2014) 
332 final.
7. European Commission, 
Communication from the 
Commission: Safer and 
Healthier Work for All – 
Modernisation of the EU 
Occupational Safety and 
Health Legislation and 
Policy, COM(2017) 12 final, 
p. 10.

1. That is to say, according 
to the definition of the 
European Agency for 
Safety and Health at Work, 
both new and increasing.
2. González R., Cockburn 
W., Irastorza X. (2010) 
European Survey of 
Enterprises on New and 
Emerging Risks – Managing 
safety and health at work, 
European Agency for 
Safety and Health at Work., 
p. 51.
3. The idea would be to 
draft a specific directive, 
like the one regulating the 
protection of workers from 
carcinogens or mutagens 
(2004/37/EEC) or the 
one on display screen 
equipment (90/270/EEC). 
It should be underlined 
that, in any event, the 
prevention principles 
in Framework Directive 
89/391/EEC clearly apply 
to psychosocial risks.
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and the Commission to set up, as a continua-
tion of the previous project, the Joint Action 
for mental health and well-being platform, 
which came to fruition in 2013 and lasted 
for three years. At the end of this period, DG 
SANTE began a new project: the EU-Com-
pass for Action on Mental Health and 
Well-being. This aims to collect, exchange 
and analyse information on policy and stake-
holder activities in mental health. It is due to 
continue until 2018. 

All these mental health and well-being 
initiatives are laudable. Why would anyone 
object to the promotion of mental health? 
This is one initiative area that seems to de-
mand unanimity. However, where these pro-
jects include a section on the world of work, 
it seems that caution reigns when it comes to 
the examination of this section. 

By way of preamble to our analysis, we 
can point to this brief and emblematic par-
agraph in the Pact, which concerns mental 
health in the workplace: "Employment is 
beneficial to physical and mental health. The 
mental health and well-being of the work-
force is a key resource for productivity and 
innovation in the EU. The pace and nature 
of work is changing, leading to pressures 
on mental health and well-being. Action is 
needed to tackle the steady increase in work 
absenteeism and incapacity, and to utilize 
the unused potential for improving produc-
tivity that is linked to stress and mental dis-
orders. The workplace plays a central role in 
the social inclusion of people with mental 
health problems"10.

The first three sentences make state-
ments that might lead the reader to expect 
further discussion of the consequences of ex-
posure to psychosocial risk factors on mental 
health. However, this does not happen. In all 
these projects, the concept of "psychosocial 
risks" is carefully eclipsed, like a trouble-
some taboo, to the benefit of the concept of 

"mental health", which therefore seems to be a 
"catch-all", ignoring the distinction, which is, 
however, fundamental in practice, between 
mental health problems that pre-exist inte-
gration into work (e.g. bipolar disorder, schiz-
ophrenia) and those resulting from exposure 
to psychosocial risk factors at work (e.g. reac-
tional depression, burnout). 

Surely it would be better if those meas-
ures that need to be implemented in order to 
encourage the entry into the labour market of 

affected the progression of the disease that 
is eating away at the world of work. In short, 
although on paper DG EMPL can defend 
itself against accusations of immobility by 
promoting placebos, it has basically chosen 
to keep the status quo. 

When mental health intervenes  
at work 

While DG EMPL has a certain apathy to-
wards the issue of psychosocial risks, in other 
European circles, administered by the Direc-
torate-General for Health and Food Safety, 
there is a buzz around the concept of "mental 
health". There has been a series of initiatives 
over the last 10 years or more. 

In 2005 DG SANCO8 adopted an am-
bitious mental health programme. In that 
year it published a green paper entitled Im-
proving the mental health of the population: 
Towards a strategy on mental health for the 
European Union9. Following that green pa-
per, which aimed to "launch a debate" with 
stakeholders, in June 2008 it organised a 
European conference on mental health in 
Brussels. That conference led to the drafting 
of the European Pact for Mental Health and 
Well-being. This document, which was actu-
ally quite brief, identified five priority areas 
for action (namely, prevention of depression 
and suicide, mental health in youth and ed-
ucation, mental health in workplace settings, 
mental health of older people, and combat-
ing stigma and social exclusion). Each of 
these areas was then the subject of a themat-
ic conference organised between September 
2009 and March 2011. 

In June 2011 the Council of the Europe-
an Union examined the results of the Europe-
an Pact for Mental Health and Well-being. In 
its conclusions, it invited the Member States 

8. The acronym of the 
Directorate-General for 
Health and Food Safety 
was changed on 1 January 
2015: DG SANCO became 
DG SANTE.
9. European Commission, 
Health and Consumer 
Protection Directorate-
General (2005) Green 
Paper: Improving the 
mental health of the 
population: Towards a 
strategy on mental health 
for the European Union, 
p. 26. 
10. European Commission 
(2008) European Pact for 
Mental Health and Well-
being, p. 4. 

The semantic shift that is embracing 
the concept of "mental health" and eclipsing 
that of "psychosocial risks" is anything 
but harmless. 
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Another pitfall of these projects that 
are focused on "mental health" is obvious: 
the ambiguity of their aim. Beyond the sim-
ple question of the choice of concepts, which 
must also be asked, it is the underlying ra-
tionality that is at issue. The objective seems 
to be less about mental health for itself than 
what it enables in terms of employability and 
productivity. 

Certainly, the workplace can be a place 
of social inclusion for those whose mental 
health is fragile. But this inclusion in the la-
bour market can be beneficial only subject to 
at least two conditions. First, it must be vol-
untary and deemed feasible by a doctor who 
has the patient’s full confidence. It cannot 
result from "activation policies" for the sick, 
as seem to be developing in certain European 
countries (e.g. Belgium) to reduce social secu-
rity costs. Second, it seems obvious that this 
inclusion, in order to prevent it being com-
promising or harmful, must offer guarantees 
as regards working conditions, particularly 
in terms of exposure to "psychosocial risks". 
Job adaptations can be necessary and it is 
therefore important to ensure the assistance 
of employers from the outset. 

Last June in Luxembourg, for the second 
conference of the EU-Compass project, which 
brought together around a hundred partici-
pants, the Commission, which had taken great 
care to invite all the European associations 
active in the field of mental health, did not 
deem it useful to invite the European Trade 
Union Confederation. Therefore, following 
the contribution by European employers, who 
had been invited to express their view on what 
should be done in terms of mental health at 
work, there was hardly anyone there to report 
on the position of European workers. 

When questioned about this during the 
plenary session, the organisers replied that: 

"it is impossible to invite everyone"… In these 
circles, there seems to be little desire to both-
er about Article 154 of the Treaty of Lisbon11: 
one partner is the same as another and it is 
better to surround yourself with more con-
ciliatory partners. After all, these are not in 
short supply in Brussels. There is a multitude 
of associations active in the field of mental 
health, which carry out sustained lobbying 
work at European level (the European De-
pression Association, Mental Health Europe, 
European Alliance Against Depression, etc.) 
and which are not particularly bothered 
about the body of EU law on health and safety 
at work. 

It will be recalled, for example, that, 
during the 11th European Depression Day, 
the European Depression Association (EDA), 
one of whose sponsors is the pharmaceutical 
company Lundbeck (which produces antide-
pressants…), expressed a wish for the Com-
mission to initiate nothing less than a "revi-
sion of the Directive 89/391/EEC… to ensure 
that targeting the impact of depression be-
comes a key priority at workplaces"12!

As it seems pointless to hope, in the 
short or medium term, for a legislative initia-
tive in the area of psychosocial risks, we can 
only hope that DG EMPL will defend the ex-
isting body of law to ensure that the principles 
of the Framework Directive are not trampled 
underfoot by other Community initiatives.•

people suffering from mental problems were 
considered separately from those measures 
that need to be developed so that workers suf-
fering because of their work can remain in or 
return to their job. 

This lack of distinction is important be-
cause it is evidence of a shift in focus. This 
approach entails less of a focus on the caus-
es (conditions of employment and work) and 
more on the state of mental health, with the 
issue as to whether or not this state results 
from exposure to psychosocial risk factors ul-
timately being irrelevant. Consequently, any 
social and political criticism, which makes a 
link between employment and work condi-
tions and mental health effects, is neutralised. 

By focusing on the state of mental 
health rather than on the causes likely to 
affect it, the concept therefore tends to indi-
vidualise the problem. The result is that the 
recommended measures are not collective 
but individual (e.g. stress management), and 
they are not preventive but rather curative 
(i.e. medication). 

DG SANTE’s approach implicitly pro-
poses that individuals should be adapted to 
work. The promotion of resilience has a rosy 
future. In fact, all the principles condensed 
into Article 6 of the Framework Directive on 
the safety and health of workers protection 
(89/391/EEC), concerning the general obli-
gations of employers, namely a preventive 
approach combating the risks at source in 
the first instance and giving collective pro-
tective measures priority over individual 
protective measures, are falling by the way-
side. The semantic shift that is embracing 
the concept of "mental health" and eclipsing 
that of "psychosocial risks" is therefore any-
thing but harmless. 

A multitude of associations active in 
the field of mental health carry out sustained 
lobbying work at European level. 

12. Euractiv, “European 
Depression Day on 
Euractiv: Launch of MEP 
Ambassador Programme 
demands action to tackle 
depression on European 
Depression Day”,  
30 September 2014. 

11. The first paragraph 
of Article 154 states that 
“The Commission shall 
have the task of promoting 
the consultation of 
management and labour at 
Union level and shall take 
any relevant measure to 
facilitate their dialogue by 
ensuring balanced support 
for the parties.” 
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The future of work 
in the digital era
Special report coordinated by 
Gérard Valenduc (Associate researcher at the ETUI)

It is hard to deny that digital technologies are 
revolutionising not only our working conditions 
but also our relationship with work. The 
confluence of increasingly efficient devices 
and powerful algorithms is encouraging start-
ups to sprout up all around us. These popular 
platforms, particularly food delivery services, 
demonstrate an impressive capacity to adapt 
and to overcome any obstacles – notably legal 
obstacles – that get in their way. Together 
with their "partners" they are establishing 
a completely uneven balance of power.

In industry we are gradually seeing the 
development of high-tech devices dreamt up for 
the leisure industry (smartglasses, augmented 
reality applications, etc.) and a new generation 

of robots described as "collaborative", 
"learning" or even "intelligent". Although they 
can alleviate the physical hardship of some 
jobs, there are still many questions surrounding 
their overall impact on the health of users, 
especially in terms of the psychosocial risks.

The intellectual professions are riding the 
wave, too. Again platforms offer the services of 
programmers, translators, editors, legal advisers, 
etc. to clients across the globe. Geography is 
no longer an obstacle for this digital work. 
Young people in Eastern Europe have taken 
full advantage of this, setting up websites 
spreading "fake news" that allow them, through 
advertising, to make tidy sums not available to 
them through the traditional economy.
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Gérard Valenduc
Associate researcher at the ETUI, honorary professor at the University of Namur

Toeing the line.
Working conditions in 
digital environments
Over the course of the last two decades, new technologies have gradually shaped 
a “new world of work”. These new working environments are confronting workers 
and their organisations with a wide range of challenges.

When they first 
appeared on the market, 
replacing traditional 
mobile phones, who 
could have predicted 
that smartphones would 
transform the economy 
to such an extent?
Image: © Belga
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Under the joint effect of a new generation of 
digital technologies and a higher pace of or-
ganisational change in companies, working 
environments are subject to major trans-
formations. Whether in manufacturing or 
services, working environments are full of 
new devices: communication chips, geolo-
cation devices, autonomous robots, embed-
ded software in all machines. Behind these 
devices, powerful and intransparent algo-
rithms use billions of gigabytes to remotely 
control production processes, track goods 
and individuals, predict behaviour, influ-
ence preferences and many other things we 
would never have thought possible just ten 
years ago when the first smartphones ap-
peared on the market. In this "digital econ-
omy" (see box, p. 15), what’s happening to 
well-being at work? 

Permanently online 

"Technostress", a phenomenon associated 
with working permanently online, has been 
the subject of many studies over the past 
few years1. The term "technostress" refers 
to work-related psychosocial stress. It oc-
curs when the potential benefits offered by 
the new digital devices mutate into pressure 
being put on an employee in the form of ex-
plicit or implicit expectations of an employ-
er or colleagues, customer expectations or 
demands, connectivity problems disturbing 
normal working routine or when workers 
become dependent on digital devices, in 
particular mobile devices such as smart-
phones or tablets. 

Information overload is a frequent 
form of technostress. The constant use of 
emailing, instant messaging and social me-
dia leads to information overload, as well as 
frequently interrupting work. This in turn 
generates constant pressure to reply to all 
signals received or to signal one’s presence. 
Moreover, a frequent feature of electronic 
messages is the absence of organisational 
filters, especially when the same messag-
es are sent to a large number of recipients, 
without any order of priority or preferred 
destination. It is therefore up to each em-
ployee to adopt his own selection and eval-
uation criteria, while incurring the risk of 
being admonished for having ignored in-
formation he must have received. This per-
manent mix of significant and insignificant 
information characterising the Internet and 
social media is a source of mental fatigue, as 
is the need to be permanently accessible and 
available. Moreover, anyone frequently us-
ing Internet may suffer from a loss of spatial 
and temporal anchors due to the apparent 
overcoming of distances and time differenc-
es. The "real-time" character of online work 
often turns out to be "unreal time".

The effects of technostress include 
general and chronic fatigue, an apathetic or 
cynical attitude, concentration problems, 
muscle tension and other physical pain, and 
burnout. In addition to these effects, which 
are quite similar to those of work-related 
stress in general, technostress can cause at-
tention deficit disorders (ADD). These make 
workers unable to properly manage their 
priorities and their time, generating feelings 
of panic or guilt. 

What is however new is that a grow-
ing proportion of workers are suffering from 
what can be called "digital stress". This is af-
fecting not just managers, but also profes-
sionals in all fields of work, technical and 
sales staff, healthcare providers, etc. The 
development of digital nomadism is one of 
the causes of this increase. Permanently de-
pendent on online digital devices, this is a 
form of work organisation doing away with 
a fixed workplace. A workplace can now be 
anywhere: an ever-changing desk within 
a company, at a customer, on a posting, at 
home, in shared spaces, etc. Even the notion 
of a "workplace" ultimately loses its validity. 
According to Eurofound, multiple workplac-
es now characterise the working lives of al-
most a quarter of the European workforce2. 

Apart from technostress, digital no-
mads are also at risk of becoming depend-
ent or even addicted to such mobile devices, 
using them compulsively, finding it difficult 
to log out even for a short space of time, 

1. Popma J. (2013) The 
Janus face of the “New 
ways of work”: rise, risks 
and regulation of nomadic 
work, Working Paper 
2013.07, ETUI, Brussels.
2. Mandl I. et al. (2015) 
New forms of employment, 
Eurofound, Publications 
Office of the EU, 
Luxembourg.
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showing withdrawal symptoms ("cold tur-
key") after stopping using them, at risk of a 
relapse after periods spent logged out, etc. 
For many digital nomads, managing online 
and offline time can become an important 
issue, not just in terms of stress but also in 
terms of work/life balance and of responsi-
bility within an organisation3. In the face of 
such risks, a number of official reports are 
calling for the introduction of a "right to be 
offline"4, a right already found in a few col-
lective agreements in companies.

Working with robots

Looked at from a traditional perspective, 
the effects of robotics on work situations 
are seen in terms of substituting labour by 
capital. In highly robotised environments, 
the only tasks remaining for human labour 
are setting control parameters and main-
tenance. With the development of a new 
generation of robots, this substitution log-
ic is obviously not going to disappear, but 
it is now competing with a complementari-
ty logic. The new robots are considered to 
be "autonomous" and "learning", benefit-
ing from innovation convergence in such 
fields as voice recognition and synthesis, 
shape recognition, 3D digital vision, per-
ception of distances and volumes, direct 
machine-to-machine communication often 
using sensors (the so-called "Internet of 
things"), and learning capabilities due to 
algorithms based on big data. Though they 
are technically in a position to work togeth-
er with humans, it is obviously not the robot 
who is going to organise such collaboration.

In this context, the question of human 
robot interfaces (HRI) is becoming a new 
field of research covering working condi-
tions and safety at work in environments be-
ing taken over by mobile, learning robots5. 
Three major issues need to be mentioned. 
The first concerns "augmented reality", i.e. 
the instantaneous insertion of elements 
stemming from artificial vision or generated 
by simulation software into real world imag-
es. Well-known in the world of video games 
and the military field, and made popular 

by Google glasses (see the article on p. 22), 
augmented reality is now increasingly used 
in manufacturing, in maintenance work in 
hostile environments, in logistics and in 
surgery. From a working conditions per-
spective, one key question involves finding 
the right balance between a worker’s own 
visual and sensory perceptions and those 
generated by an augmented reality system, 
with a view to guaranteeing both safety and 
performance. 

The second issue is that of the com-
plexity of work situations. On what should 
we focus our attention, for example to pre-
vent accidents, given the plethora of infor-
mation processed and issued by robots? How 
can we anticipate the behaviour of a mobile 
robot? How can we design safe workplaces 
used simultaneously by robots and humans? 
What does collaborating with a robot actu-
ally mean? Collaboration between humans 
is often based on the definition of common 
goals to be achieved as a team, but can there 
be goals shared by robots and workers? Such 
questions are more concerned with work or-
ganisation choices than the intrinsic perfor-
mance of the technology. 

The third and final issue concerns the 
intuitive interfaces in the interaction between 
a worker and a robot: not just tactile interfac-
es such as those used in smartphones, but 
also gestures, verbal expression, emotional 
reactions, spontaneous movements. Intuitive 
programming, which is based on a worker 
demonstrating certain movements and the 

3. Jauréguiberry F. (2010) 
Pratiques soutenables 
des technologies de 
communication en 
entreprise, Projectique, De 
Boeck, 2010/3, 6, 107-120.
4. Mettling B. (dir.) (2015) 
Transformation numérique 
et vie au travail, Rapport 
pour la Ministre Myriam 
El Khomri, Paris, La 
Documentation Française, 
September 2015, 52-53.
5. Moniz A.B., Kings B.J. 
(2016) Robots working 
with humans or humans 
working with robots? 
Searching for social 
dimensions in the new 
human-robot interaction in 
industry, Societies – Open 
Access Sociology Journal, 
vol. 6, 4, 23-44. 
6. EU-OSHA (2015) A 
review of the future of work: 
robotics, Discussion paper, 
Bilbao, European Agency 
for Safety and Health at 
Work.
7. Went R., Kremer M., 
Knottnerus A. (2015) 
Mastering the robot. The 
future of work in the second 
machine age, Den Haag, 
The Netherlands Scientific 
Council for Government 
Policy. 

The permanent intermix  
of significant and insignificant 
data characterising the Internet 
and social media is a source  
of mental fatigue.
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it is to remove from the web various forms 
of disputed or illegal content or simply con-
tent undesired by those paying to have it re-
moved, "web taggers" who add keywords or 
lapidary comments to photos or videos, or 
"decoders" who perform recognition tasks 
on images, sounds or texts that robots are 
still unable to perform. And then there are 
those whose work consists of producing fake 
reviews on travel websites, fake consumer 
advice or fake news (see the article on p. 31). 
Finally, also in the submerged part of the 
iceberg, we need to mention all the unpaid 
work done by "prosumers" (producers/con-
sumers) who fuel the platforms by providing 
them with their personal data, preferences 
and habits, their ranking of the goods/ser-
vices they buy, etc. This information gen-
erates value which is then exploited by the 
platform. However, when a human performs 
an activity within a minimal contractual 
context (the click accepting the platforms 
terms and conditions) that generates value 
monopolised by a capital holder, this is to be 
seen as work…

From a working conditions perspec-
tive, platforms rely on a "just-in-time" and 
"just in case" workforce, whether on a glob-
al or local scale. Working hours and work-
loads are hardly predicable, and urgency is 
the main factor governing the management 
of time. High availability is required, and 
safety / well-being at work provisions are 
non-existent or, at best, minimal. Remuner-
ation is set per task (gig), and is sometimes 
very fragmented or even subject to bidding, 
i.e. given to the lowest bidder. Workers are 
isolated from those ordering their work, 
negatively impacting their balance of pow-
er. People permanently working online are 
particularly exposed to technostress. Via 
the disclaimers in their standard contracts, 
platform owners assume no fiscal or social 
responsibility, instead passing it on to the 
service providers and users. 

But what drives people to work in the 
gig economy? They are driven by unem-
ployment, precarious work, under-employ-
ment or even poverty in some countries. 
In Europe, according to a series of surveys 
in several countries9, the majority of these 

robot copying them, questions the classical 
distinction between encodable knowledge 
and tacit knowledge. In certain cases, for in-
stance the use of exoskeletons (see the article 
on p. 27) where robots become appendages of 
the human body, interfaces take on complete-
ly new forms. Though such robots can make 
the execution of certain strenuous tasks a 
lot easier, their usage requires a recast of the 
methods used to assess safety at work6.

In the face of all these challenges, some 
authors are pleading for "inclusive robot-
ics"7, i.e. developing bottom-up innovation 
practices, where technology designers and 
end users work together to find the best dis-
tribution of tasks between humans and ro-
bots. Priority should also be given, especial-
ly via lifelong learning, to providing workers 
with greater autonomy and more control 
over their work environment, in a context 
where the border between the capabilities of 
humans and those of intelligent machines is 
constantly shifting. Finally, we need to de-
cide which tasks, which relations and which 
responsibilities need to be left in human 
hands, whether individually or collectively. 

Platform work 

The expansion of business models based on 
online platforms is one of the features of the 
digital economy. These models promote the 
development of new forms of work, such as 
crowdworking or on-demand work (see box, 
p. 16), giving rise to what is now known as 
the gig economy8. These new forms of work 
cover a wide variety of situations. Those 
most visible are the services provided with 
the help of platforms: the driver working for 
Uber, the Deliveroo cyclist (see the article 
on p. 17), the handyman doing home repairs 
via Taskrabbit, the nurse providing care ser-
vices in people’s homes via an on-demand 
healthcare platform. But these are just the 
tip of the iceberg. 

The platform economy also employs 
large numbers of workers behind the scenes, 
for instance workers in "click farms" who 
spend hours clicking on "likes" to fake pop-
ularity rankings, "web cleaners" whose job 

The digital economy 
in a nutshell
Looking at the various definitions of what 
the digital economy is, we see four overriding 
features. First, the sheer mass of digitalised 
information (“big data”) available for 
exploitation by very powerful algorithms, is 
becoming an increasingly strategic economic 
resource, in all sectors and on a global 
scale. Second, a new model of industrial 
production is emerging, sometimes referred 
to as “Industry 4.0”, with the help of a new 
generation of inter-communicating devices 
(the Internet of things), machines capable of 
learning through exploiting big data and of 
moving around without human intervention. 
Third, networks are becoming an organising 
principle not just of the economy but also of 
society, profoundly changing our conception 
of distance and time. Last but not least, the 
online platform business model, also known 
as “two-sided markets” is gaining ground, 
gradually replacing more traditional business 
models for providing services or distributing 
goods. These features are not completely 
new, with the exception of the platform 
model. They combine trends associated with 
the development of the information society 
and observed for many years now, with more 
radical changes, often termed “disruptive”.
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8. De Stefano V. (2016) 
The rise of the “just-in-time” 
workforce: on-demand 
work, crowd work and 
labour protection in the 
gig-economy, Geneva, ILO 
Conditions of Work and 
Employment Series n°7.
9. Huws U., Joyce S. (2016) 
Crowd working survey: the 
size of the gig economy 
in Austria, Germany, the 
Netherlands, Sweden and 
UK, Report for FEPS and 
UNI-Europa, Hatfield: 
University of Hertfordshire.
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In our de-structured world 
of virtual work, workers find 
themselves confronted with 
the need to rebuild their own 
personal professional identity.

10. Graham M., Hjorth I., 
Lehdontvira V. (2017) 
Digital labour and 
development impacts 
of global digital labour 
platforms and the gig 
economy on worker 
livelihoods, Transfer, vol. 
23, 2, Sage Publ., 135-162.

Working for platforms
The platform business model now extends to 
labour markets, reviving the principle of labour 
exchanges and auctions. We can distinguish 
between several forms of platform work: those 
open to crowds (i.e. crowdworking platforms) or 
those based on an exceedingly flexible employ-
ment relationship in the form of on-demand or 
on-call work.

The first category covers immaterial micro-tasks. 
Operated on an international scale, the “gigs” 
offered are subject to competitive bidding (i.e. 
the lowest bid gets the job) and without any 
professional requirements. Amazon Mechanical 
Turk is a typical example of such a platform, 
constituting a globalised marketplace for virtu-
al and exceedingly fragmented tasks. A further 
form of crowdworking platforms, while also 
focuses on immaterial tasks, targets a more 
restricted clientele consisting of freelancers 
certified by the platforms, i.e. adding a certain 
degree of professionalism. This is leading to a 

standardisation of freelance work, in the form 
of fixed hourly rates. Finally, crowdworking 
is also found in the field of material services: 
transport, temporary lodgings, packet / meal 
deliveries, household work, etc. Rates are set 
either by the platform (e.g. Uber, Deliveroo), 
or by supply and demand (e.g TaskRabbit, 
Listminut). 

The second category exploits the potential of 
digital technologies (geolocation, smartphone 
apps, web platforms) to get the most out of 
contracts not specifying a fixed volume of 
work (e.g. zero-hour contracts), thereby devel-
oping the “just-in-case” management of large 
reserves of on-call workers. Though not new, 
in combination with online platforms and with 
geolocation used to match supply and demand, 
this form of employment is on the upsurge. 
This can involve tasks which have nothing to 
do with the digital economy (e.g. homecare, 
babysitting, household repairs), but which are 
managed by digital systems. 
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crowdworkers work for platforms for extra 
income, though there are indications that 
this is not the case in Asia and Africa10.

Work, but with what employment 
relationship?

The development of these new forms of work 
is threatening the very foundations of tradi-
tional employment relationships. The notion 
of the workplace, one of the cornerstones of 
labour legislation, is questioned by the devel-
opment of digital nomadism and virtual work, 
with the borders between work and private 
life becoming increasingly blurred. Similarly, 
the increase of project-based / target-based / 
task-based work is making the significance 
and measurement of working time more com-
plex, as work now has no direct relationship 
to the amount of time actually worked. 

Wage formation is questioned by the 
practices prevalent in the platform econo-
my, as seen by the use of piecework and com-
petitive bidding for work. The principle of 
subordination governing the employer-em-
ployee relationship is becoming blurred, 
with a no-man’s land now existing between 
employee status and self-employed status. 
At the same time, we are seeing a certain 
entrepreneurial logic developing among em-
ployees who now find themselves competing 
with each other, and conversely a wage logic 
developing among the self-employed, who 
are calling for joint standards and codes. 

In the face of these trends, ways of gen-
erating social bonding at work and expressing 
collective action are taking on new forms. In 
the de-structured world of virtual work, work-
ers are finding themselves confronted with the 
need to rebuild a specific professional identity, 
able to ensure both self-esteem and recogni-
tion. They are also feeling the need to voice their 
opinions via online tools enabling them to man-
ifest their collective interests through for exam-
ple circulating petitions, developing alternative 
systems for rating platforms or those placing 
orders, sharing positive and negative experi-
ences, and reaching out to the media (read ar-
ticle on p. 36). At stake here is the relationship 
between individual and collective interests.•
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Denis Grégoire
ETUI

Delivering for FoodTech: at your own risk
You now see them everywhere in the city. Food takeaway couriers have taken 
possession of city roads. Within less than five years, the digital platforms have 
amassed whole battalions of young riders. But practised under such conditions, 
is riding really that good for your health?

In Brussels the Deliveroo 
food delivery platform 
encourages its couriers 
to gather at hubs, like 
here on chic avenue 
Louise.
Images: © Martine Zunini 
(p. 17, 19, 20)
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bike during recruitment, few concrete meas-
ures are taken. Wearing a helmet is advised 
(it’s not mandatory in Belgium), but nobody 
checks whether people follow this recommen-
dation. And if you’re out on your bike on a hot 
July day, odds are you won’t be wearing one.  

Benoît, while always wearing a helmet, 
often interprets the highway code his own 
way: "I often go through red lights. But care-
fully", he admitted. "It’s impossible to do this 
work and to fully respect the highway code. 
You can’t meet the deadlines if you’re stuck at 
red lights all the time. You can lose 2 - 3 min-
utes on each light."

While the latest arrival on the Brussels 
market, the US UberEats, does not even both-
er to check that its riders’ bikes are in good 
working order and that the riders themselves 
are capable of riding in the city, Deliveroo has 
a selection procedure requiring an accom-
panied city ride. Called a "trial run" in the 
company’s business jargon, this test was orig-
inally supervised by a Deliveroo employee in 
Belgium. It has since been subcontracted to 
experienced self-employed riders.

Arthur once accepted going out with can-
didates on these trial runs. "They offered two 
euros for each candidate. I stopped after an in-
cident occurred, with one of the candidates just 
missing getting hit by a bus. I didn’t want to 
have a possible death on my conscience. That’s 
was just too much responsibility", he stated. 

The riders supervising the trial runs 
are called "ambassadors" by Deliveroo, and 
the platform supplies them with a distinc-
tive jacket. "They basically play on your ego, 
giving you the feeling that you’ve got an edge 
over the rest of the couriers due to the dis-
tinctive sign. But riders who manage to carry 
out 1000 deliveries also get given a distinc-
tive jacket", said Arthur with a touch of irony. 

The heir to Take Eat Easy, Deliveroo re-
lies on people’s passion for cycling to recruit 
and motivate riders, benefiting from the per-
formance spirit of many of its couriers.  

Some even compete in international 
competitions of cycle couriers – the last world 
cup, which took place in Paris in August 2016, 
was sponsored by the London platform. In 
such a context, the dividing line between lei-
sure and work becomes blurred.

"When I’m on my bike, I don’t feel as if 
I’m working", said one of the few women cou-
riers opposite the Bourse de Bruxelles, one of 

2. Whatever their status 
(student, self-employed, 
etc.), the principle applied 
by the three current 
leading players in the 
sector (Deliveroo, Foodora, 
UberEats) is the same: the 
“partner” uses his own 
equipment (bike or scooter, 
smartphone, helmet, etc.), 
making sure that all are 
in good working order 
at his own expense. The 
platform provides him with 
sportswear and rainwear 
featuring the company 
logo and, of course, the 
insulated bag. However, 
the rider has to pay a ca. 
€100 deposit for these.

"I didn’t want to have 
a possible death on 
my conscience."
Arthur, self-employed courier

"There’s something seductive about be-
coming a courier. A bit exotic, a touch of New 
York, a bit radical – out in the urban jungle 
on a bike", stated one courier riding for Deliv-
eroo who wanted to remain anonymous1. 

In contrast to regularly-employed pro-
fessional couriers working for traditional 
bike delivery companies, this self-employed 
rider had no work-related accident insurance. 
And as he didn’t consider it necessary to take 
out a policy with a private insurance company 
– in line with most other self-employed couri-
ers in Brussels –, he risks having to pay for all 
the costs associated with medical care him-
self in the case of an accident and of losing 
his sole source of income if he’s not able to get 
back on his bike quick enough.

That’s exactly what happened to Idriss. 
"I got knocked down by a bus. As a result 
of the accident, I was under shock. I didn’t 
want to go out any more, didn’t want to get 
on my bike. I stopped for a whole week. My 
€1 800 bike was a wreck. I had to buy a new, 
but much cheaper one"2, said the 22-year-old 
self-employed rider, stating that he rode be-
tween 9 and 12 hours a day, 7 days a week. 

Safety: the gap between words 
and deeds 

How do the platforms react in the case of an 
accident? If we are to believe what the riders 
say, one could think that they don’t really 
care. In the case of an accident, the procedure 
to follow is to contact customer service. If the 
rider can’t continue riding, he is logged off the 
application. If the goods carried are still OK, 
another rider is despatched to the site of the 
accident to take them over and deliver them 
to the customer.

Although nearly all of the thirty Brus-
sels Deliveroo riders interviewed praised 
the good, easy-going contacts they had with 
platform staff – in particular the customer 
service centre –, many complained about the 
lack of empathy in the case of an accident.

"I had an accident and required stitch-
es. When I rang them up, all they asked me 
was whether the meal was OK. They didn’t 
bother about how I was doing", remembered 
Steve, a student.

While safety is a leitmotiv at Deliveroo, 
apart from checking the condition of the 

The young man’s face is full of thick scars, the 
result of an accident in July 2016. Barthéle-
my, a student from Bordeaux working eve-
nings for the Belgian Take Eat Easy platform, 
crashed into a car and his head went through 
the rear window.

"I was riding fast and a car braked hard 
in front of me. The more you’re out on your 
bike delivering meals, the more you earn", he 
was to explain to the press.

While the majority of accidents are less 
serious, skids, more or less heavy falls, colli-
sions with other road users, taxi doors that 
open suddenly in front of them are what de-
livery riders have to put up with every day – 
but nothing to really worry about! Many riders 
just say: "These are the risks that come with 
the job." This tendency to play down the health 
consequences of their work may be explained 
by the young age of the riders and by the fact 
that many of them uphold the "biker" culture.

1. The forenames of the 
self-employed couriers 
working for Deliveroo 
and cited in this article 
have been changed, as 
their contracts contain 
a confidentiality clause 
which continues to apply 
“after having finished 
working for the platform, 
ad infinitum”.

Special report 9/30



19 autumn-winter 2017/HesaMag #16

the main gathering places for couriers in the 
Belgian capital. "The money I earn delivering 
food is just on-top. I get enough money from 
my parents to live on. If I didn’t work for the 
platform, I’d be here with my friends any-
way", added this student, before continuing 
a conversation – totally incomprehensible for 
the uninitiated – on fixed-gear bikes. 

Shorts with digital markings

Contrary to what one might think, Benoît, 
the rider prone to going through red lights, 
is anything but a "hothead". He does not be-
long to the biker community on which Deliv-
eroo depended when it started recruiting its 
first "partners". He doesn’t ride a "fixie", one 
of those fixed-gear bikes without brakes on 
which aficionados can shift at speeds of up 
to 60 km, but instead a 10-year-old moun-
tain bike.  

The cooperative 
model: a credible 
remedy against 
Uberisation?
In Belgium, Deliveroo pays the majority (at 
least 85%) of its partners via a cooperative 
called SMart (acronym for a société mutuelle 
pour artistes). Set up in 1998, SMart originally 
addressed arts and stage professionals not 
wanting to work in a self-employed capacity. 
Being a member of a “société mutuelle” – 
SMart has since adopted the legal status of 
a cooperative – means that they can be paid 
as employees.

SMart has expanded greatly since, and now 
operates in nine European countries and 
has some 100 000 members, mainly artists, 
but increasingly journalists, photographers, 
translators, etc. And as of 2015 – but just in 
Belgium – takeaway couriers. An expansion not 
welcomed by everyone. Certain organisations, 
and in particular unions, are of the opinion that 
the cooperative encourages the establishment 

of precarious forms of employment in sectors as 
yet little affected.  

For Sarah Ledant, project leader at SMart, such 
accusations are unfounded. By signing up couri-
ers, the cooperative was not seeking to dope its 
workforce, but instead simply trying to respond 
to a fact, she stated. 

“The ball started rolling when a graphic 
designer invoiced us for courier services. 
Numbers of couriers registered with us grew 
rapidly. We started getting worried about their 
working conditions, as we quickly realised 
that they were not achieving the minimum 
wage through their work. Indeed, the ‘priority 
booking’ system used by the now defunct Take 
Eat Easy involved paying couriers for each 
delivery and not by the hour. Only couriers 
deemed to perform sufficiently well were 
assigned deliveries by the platform. The others 
stayed out in the cold. To remedy this situation, 
we knocked on Take Eat Easy’s and Deliveroo’s 
door with an agreement corresponding to 
the legal minimum required under Belgian 
legislation, especially with regard to minimum 
3-hour paid work periods”, she explained.  

When Take East Easy went bankrupt in July 
2016, the cooperative guaranteed the payment 
of the sums due to its members, while the 
self-employed couriers in Belgium and elsewhere 
in Europe went home empty-handed.  

The couriers paid via the cooperative – which 
charges 6% of their income for its services 
– are also covered by work-related accident 
Insurance and third-party liability insurance, 
and their social security contributions are paid. 
For Sarah Ledant, these elements explain why 
the latest arrival on the Belgian market, the 
US platform UberEats, quickly terminated the 
discussions it had initiated with the cooperative 
on starting up on Belgian market. At the 
end of October, Deliveroo followed suit, also 
ending its “marriage” with the cooperative. 
The platform justified this move by stating its 
desire to offer its couriers greater flexibility, 
something the minimum 3-hour block system 
imposed by SMart did not allow. “We have 
been convinced for a long time that the large 
amounts of capital available in these so-called 
‘disruptive’ platforms are partly dedicated to 
perpetrating a perfectly concerted, massive and 
intense social disruption”, replied SMart in a 
vitriolic statement. 

"When I’m on my 
bike, I don’t feel as if 
I’m working."
A young woman courier 
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"I’m no professional biker. I picked up a 
mountain bike which had been lying around 
in a garage but which was in very good work-
ing order. I was thus able to start without 
investing anything. After an unhappy time 
spent working in a job in line with my qual-
ifications, I looked for a job that was easy to 
perform, didn’t require much creativity, and 
was reasonably well-paid. I could carry on 
working in a self-employed capacity, while 
at the same time doing work in line with my 
training", said the university graduate.

As with the majority of interviewed De-
liveroo riders, this "slasher"3 was very hap-
py with his choice. He can be considered as 
"privileged", as he is one of the few riders with 
fixed working hours. "This working time sta-
bility was indispensable for me, as it enables 
me to do my two jobs without the one getting 
in the way of the other", he said. 

This is a luxury not available to most 
other riders. People are constantly applying, 
and sometimes the supply of riders outstrips 
demand (see box, p. 21). This has now reached 
such a stage that the riders’ cooperatives, set 
up in the last few months to represent work-
ers in the sector, are starting to demand a hir-
ing freeze.  

Fuelled by an increasingly varied social 
breeding ground – the "bikers" and "slashers" 
have been joined by a new, even younger, co-
hort from working-class districts –, the lead-
ing platforms have started dropping low-rated 
riders.  

"Deliveroo disconnected me because I 
refused more than 20% of orders they sent 
me", said Bastien, a 20-year-old rider who 
has since started working – on an e-bike – for 
Takeaway.com, a Dutch platform specialised 
in delivering pizzas. 

Thanks to geolocation, platforms now 
have a mass of data allowing them to evalu-
ate the effectiveness of their workforce: the 
average time taken to deliver meals, average 
speed, their knowledge of the city, etc.

Apart from this objective data, the feed-
back of restaurant owners and customers on 
service quality and rider behaviour allows a 
platform to rank its riders. And bad luck for 
those who haven’t understood that "the cus-
tomer is king."  

"The golden rule is: we do what the 
customer requires of us. If a customer wants 
me to climb several flights of stairs to deliver 

3. A term emanating from 
the United States and 
referring to young people 
with several jobs.
4. Further reading: 
Tassirani A. and 
Maccarrone V. (2017) 
The mobilisation of gig 
economy couriers in Italy: 
some lessons for the trade 
union movement, Transfer, 
23(3), 353–357.
5. For a fuller overview 
of measures mobilising 
couriers in Europe, see: 
Callum Cant, Precarious 
Couriers are Leading the 
Struggle Against Platform 
Capitalism, Political 
Critique, 3 August 2017. 
Available on: http://
politicalcritique.org

"I had an accident and required 
stitches. When I rang them up, all 
they asked me was whether the 
meal was OK. They didn’t bother 
about how I was doing."
Steve, student rider
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Sylvain, a former DJ,  
now a biker.
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First the carrot, 
then the stick
“Flexible work, competitive fees. Want to ride 
with us? Apply now!” The offer posted on the 
deliveroo.be website is seductive. Indeed, the 
offer turned out to be a spectacular success 
wherever the platform started up following its 
launch in London in 2013. 

Like Uber taxi drivers, the cycle couriers soon 
became disenchanted. With a view to attract-
ing a maximum number of couriers, Deliveroo 
– in the wake of the July 2016 bankruptcy of its 
rival Take Eat Easy – offered couriers working 
for the Belgian platform a relatively attractive 
hourly rate, while at the same time launching 
a comprehensive recruitment campaign. The 
result: “many are called but few are chosen”. 
With the exception of top-ranking riders with 
a guaranteed number of hours, the rest of the 
Deliveroo fleet have to log on to the platform’s 
website at 18:00 on the dot on a Wednesday in 
the hope of being given a “shift” (a 3-hour slice 
of guaranteed work). Within a few minutes, all 
shifts for the following week are taken up.  

Such competition obviously does not incite 
riders to protest. And it does not just affect 
occasional couriers. Those whose income is 
(virtually) exclusively dependent on working for 
the platforms are finding that their pay is slowly 
declining.  

“In September 2016, I signed a contract for 
€ 11 gross an hour and € 2 per delivery, without 
counting tips. The new contracts offered to 
self-employed riders are for € 7 per delivery, 
with a € 25 bonus for every 50 deliveries.  
With the new system, you face catastrophe 
when you don’t get any deliveries”, said one 
Brussels courier.  

This change in the pay system gets riders riding 
as quickly as possible to get in as many deliver-
ies as possible. 

“Many are now taking more risks. They’re jumping 
lights, riding at higher speeds” observed Laetitia 
Dablanc, a researcher working for IFSTTAR, the 
French Institute of Science and Technology for 
Transport, Development and Networks, which is 
coordinating a – still running – survey of cycle 
couriers in Paris.  

But "established" unions are only rare-
ly actively involved in these actions. Vida, 
the Austrian union for transport and ser-
vice workers, supported the establishment 
of a works council – the world’s first in the 
digital platform sector – at Foodora in April 
2017. In France, a self-employed courier is 
organising cycle couriers in the Gironde re-
gion at the initiative of the CGT union, with 
Bordeaux, the region’s main city, the scene of 
the first mobilisations. These targeted Deliv-
eroo following last July’s announcement that 
the platform would be ending its pay system 
based on hourly rates – a system enjoyed by 
the longest-serving riders. The movement 
spread to other French cities and culminat-
ed with protest actions in Paris, Bordeaux, 
Lyon and Nantes on 27 and 28 August.  

In Belgium, the first demonstration of 
takeaway couriers took place at the end of 
July. It was organised by a riders’ action group 
and two federations belonging to the CSC, one 
of the two major Belgian unions, to protest 

against the relocation of Deliveroo Belgium’s 
customer service centre to Madagascar.

But apart from these actions, the major 
unions seen to be dragging their feet. Asked 
about the protest action in Brussels, Martin 
Willems (CSC) did not view it as a sign of dis-
interest on the part of the established unions, 
but rather as a desire to let the movement de-
velop at its own pace. 

The union official, himself a cycling fan, 
has a good insight into the courier "commu-
nity" and its libertarian spirit. Rather than 
being an obstacle to collective organisation, 
he views it as an opportunity for the union 
movement to develop.  

"The challenge associated with this 
so-called 'new economy' is undoubtedly the 
chance to take unionism back to its roots, 
without the use of the institutional tools de-
veloped over the past 100 years, yet return-
ing to the true sense of the term 'organising 
workers', by themselves and for themselves", 
he wrote on his union’s website.•
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something to a client’s door, I’ll do it. We are 
required to always behave impeccably, to al-
ways be polite and respectful. If that’s not the 
case, we get down on our knees and apologise", 
observed Benoît, without taking offence.  

For a long time, Benjamin believed he 
belonged to the elite of Brussels couriers: 
"For several months, I was in Deliveroo’s 
good books. I got emails praising my work, 
I was ranked as one of their top riders. But 
then things started going downhill. They 
summoned me, telling me about complaints 
from restaurant owners. I tumbled down 
their ranking. They tried to make me look like 
someone with bad character, something that 
really rattled me. Restaurant owners can say 
anything they want about us. The platform 
just doesn’t care about our side of the story."  

Benjamin, who got paid via SMart, 
suspects that Deliveroo wants to reduce the 
number of its couriers belonging to this coop-
erative, as this type of worker was becoming 
too expensive. Perhaps intuition, four months 
after our meeting with this young father – 
now working for the Belgian post –, this is 
just what has happened (see box, p. 19).

Burgeoning protest 
 
Faced with the downward development of 
their pay, inversely proportional to the rise 
in their work (see box), takeaway couriers 
have started setting up organisations to rep-
resent their collective interests. Using mainly 
the social media to mobilise and put forward 
their demands, they are for the most part lo-
cal movements.  

The first protest movements emerged in 
London in summer 2016 in reaction to Deliv-
eroo’s decision to stop paying its couriers by the 
hour and instead by delivery. A similar pattern 
was repeated – for identical reasons – in other 
European cities. In October 2016, couriers in 
Turin working for the German Foodora plat-
form logged off the application for three weeks4.

In Germany, several protest actions 
took place last spring at the initiative of  
the Freie Arbeiter-Union, an anarchist  
quasi-union organisation in Berlin. In Spain,  
Riders x Derechos conducted "log off" actions 
in early July in four Spanish cities in pro-
test against the extreme precariousness of 
couriers5.  
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Pien Heuts
Freelance journalist

DHL experiments with augmented reality
The logistics services provider DHL is a pioneer in innovative developments in 
the Netherlands. Employees at two distribution centres have volunteered to take 
part in a trial of vision picking with smartglasses. Productivity is increasing, 
employees are satisfied. The Works Council is keeping a close watch. Frank Pot, 
Professor of Social Innovation of Work and Employment, points to the importance 
of involving the shop floor in digitalisation.

The new-generation 
smartglasses should 
“free up” operators 
using hand scanners.
Images: © Pien Heuts  
(p. 22, 24, 26)
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DHL employee Heidi walks at a swift pace 
along the huge racks of pallets where she 
picks orders for customers of Nikon, the 
maker of digital cameras and accessories. Ac-
cording to her step counter, she walks about 
12 kilometres on a busy day. In the 10 years 
she has been working for DHL, she has lost 
seven kilos in weight, she says with a chuck-
le. After she has given a command in English, 
she sees instructions on which items she has 
to collect displayed in the top right-hand cor-
ner of her hip Google Glass smartglasses. And 
she is given instructions telling her in which 
box to place the items on the trolley she pulls 
behind her. 

"Look," she says in German-flavoured 
Dutch, "I see all the information in the top 
right-hand corner of my glasses. As soon as 
I have scanned the barcodes with the fin-
ger scanner, colours indicate where I have 
to place the items on the trolley. It’s really 
simple – within 20 minutes, I had mastered 
vision picking." Site manager Theo Willems 
points out that, unfortunately, it is not possi-
ble to have scanning done through the vision 
picking glasses. "We use a finger scanner with 
laser beams, which are harmful if they come 
close to your head. As soon as there are LED 
applications, genuine hands-free scanning 
will become a prospect."

A colleague of Heidi walks into the 
aisle. He still uses a traditional hand scan-
ner, executing order picking instructions 
through the text on the screen. And this 
means that his hands are not free. "My col-
league has to perform a lot more scanning 
actions, says Heidi. Vision picking works 
faster, and if something does not work, the 

system immediately fixes it, sometimes with 
the aid of the troubleshooter. I very soon got 
used to having information in the corner 
of my eye. I can also look around me in the 
normal way. I really enjoy it." "It works like 
a navigation system," Willems adds, "simply 
following instructions."

Trial running until 2019

Heidi is one of around 10 volunteers who 
are taking part in a vision picking trial that 
will run until March 2019 at the DHL site at 
Beringe in the southern Netherlands. A trial 
is also taking place at Bergen op Zoom, as well 
as in Ireland, the United Kingdom and the 
United States. Privacy laws do not allow this 
way of working in all countries. Traditional, 
manual order picking is being compared with 
vision picking during this pilot project.

The DHL warehouse, close to the Ger-
man border and one of the largest in western 
Europe with 120 000 square metres of floor 
space, collects, adds value (VAL) and distrib-
utes goods for some 13 customers, including 
Nikon. "Nikon used to have several distribu-
tion centres in Europe," says Theo Willems, 
walking through one of the halls in the distri-
bution centre. "For the past few years, distri-
bution and storage have been centred here in 
Beringe. For us, this means that there are far 
more actions, and often smaller orders have 
to be sent to all parts of Europe. An innova-
tion like vision picking enables us to work 
faster, fewer errors occur, employees are 
more involved, and the work situation is saf-
er. And the induction of new staff is easier." 

Willems explains that innovations of 
this kind are always introduced in consul-
tation with the customer. Customers want 
innovation and keen prices. There is a con-
stant need to work more smartly. "Custom-
ers want to make savings on the fee structure 
every year. Then you join them in looking at 
how the work can be done more efficient-
ly and how costs can be saved. With vision 
picking, we achieve an average productivity 
gain of 10%."

DHL (a subsidiary of Deutsche Post) is 
a pioneer in technological innovations. Wil-
lems knows that you have to be so if you want 
to stay in the race. "Innovations are constant-
ly taking place – it’s a never-ending process. 
Vision picking is, in fact, an application of 
augmented reality. We’re really just at the 
start of advance applications of intelligent 
glasses in a logistic environment." 

Last year, DHL chief Markus Kückel-
haus predicted at an international conference 
that logistics will end up being completely 
different over the next 5 to 15 years as a re-
sult of innovations, for example with big data, 
sensors, augmented reality, 3D printing, ro-
bots and drones, which DHL has also been 
experimenting with in recent years. He says 
that 80% of warehouse operations are still 
performed manually.

A good feeling

"I have a good feeling about it." Gino Hau-
zer, Chairman of the Central Works Council 
of DHL Supply Chain Benelux and a mem-
ber of the European Works Council, is clear 
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1. Companies in the 
Netherlands are obliged 
to survey the health and 
safety risks through what is 
known as a Risk Inventory 
and Evaluation (RI&E). 
There is also an action plan 
associated with the RI&E, 
describing measures to 
counteract the risks as far 
as possible.

your work due to automation will increase 
and that not every distribution worker will 
learn how to cope with new technology such 
as vision picking. On the other hand, technol-
ogy can also make the work safer and lighter." 
Van Willigenburg emphasises that the trend 
towards digitalisation cannot be halted. It 
is clear, however, that trade unions have a 
role to play in preventing any adverse conse-
quences, not just in terms of health but also 
in relation to employment and quality of work 
(see box). "As a trade union, it is also our task 
to support the Works Council. They are on the 
front line when it comes to giving consent for 
innovations of this kind and including possi-
ble risks to health and safety in the compa-
ny’s mandatory risk inventory and evaluation 
(RI&E1)." According to the FNV, the risks 
must be surveyed as early as possible, ideally 
before a trial begins. It soon becomes clear 
how the risks must be monitored.

Largely positive

A first study by HumanCapitalCare, a consul-
tancy in the field of work and health, showed 
that participants in the vision picking trial 
are largely positive and that there does not 
appear to be any impact on physical strain 
and the musculoskeletal system. 

After working for more than four hours, 
eyesight and visual comfort do, however, 

about how the vision picking pilot project has 
gone so far, both in Beringe and at Bergen op 
Zoom in West Brabant. Hauzer’s good feeling 
is mostly to do with the transparent cooper-
ation with the DHL top management and the 
scope the Works Council has in order to carry 
out its statutory task properly. 

The Netherlands Trade Union Confed-
eration (FNV) is also involved in the project. 
"It’s up to us, as the Works Council, to set con-
ditions when new technological innovations 
are introduced, so that the work can be done 
in a safe and healthy way. We have right of 
consent, and the senior management has ac-
cepted our conditions one by one. As far as we 
are concerned, the trial has been successful 
if productivity rises and employees and cus-
tomers are satisfied."

In 2014, DHL Netherlands, with the 
consent of the Works Council, conducted a 
10-week trial of vision picking. It turned out 
that productivity rose by 25%, and volunteers 
did not appear to suffer any health problems. 
"To obtain a clearer picture, we agreed to 
extend the pilot project, which is now run-
ning from March 2017 to March 2019," says 
Hauzer. "In so doing, we set a number of 
conditions such as a three-monthly evalu-
ation with the management, an agreement 
that no permanent jobs would be lost during 
the trial, that employees would take part on 
a voluntary basis, a maximum of six hours 
per day of vision picking with breaks, that an 
independent agency would provide medical 
support and report every three months, and 
that the European Works Council would also 
be involved."

Lagging behind the facts

The trouble with new digital applications 
on the shop floor, employment experts say, 
is that impacts on health and well-being be-
come apparent only as the years go by. Naima 
van Willigenburg, an expert in working con-
ditions with the FNV trade union federation, 
also finds saying anything about the effects of 
employee’s health complicated. 

"Research always lags behind the facts, 
she says. But you can assume that some em-
ployees will experience more stress or work 
pressure, that targets will be raised, that peo-
ple will have less autonomy because the soft-
ware dictates, that uncertainty about losing 

"With vision picking, we achieve an average 
productivity gain of 10%."
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decline, and a whole day of vision picking 
can cause headaches. There is no evidence 
of radio-frequency radiation having harmful 
effects on health. HumanCapitalCare also 
comes to the conclusion that a separate hand 
scanner is more ergonomically sound than a 
finger scanner. 

"One of our conditions under which we 
gave our consent," says Gino Hauzer, "was 
therefore that workers should pick with the 
glasses for no more than six hours a day and 
that they should switch to other activities for 
one hour every two hours. And we are also 
keeping a close watch on the wearer comfort 
of the glasses."

Theo Willems, the manager, had al-
ready said it, while Heidi was picking with the 
Google Glass smartglasses: "We’re in regular 
discussion with the supplier of glasses and 
software about adjustments. The glasses are 
vulnerable in a warehouse setting. The stur-
dy Vuzix M100 units we are trialling do not 
break so quickly. But they are also heavier on 
the side where all the technology is located, so 
the glasses hang crooked. They are not com-
fortable to wear. We are now going to try out 
the Vuzix M300."

Software dictates

Frank Pot is Emeritus Professor of Social In-
novation and Chair of the Advisory Board of 
the European Workplace Innovation Network 
(EUWIN). He has not made a specific detailed 
analysis of the DHL pilot project with vision 
picking, but in general he takes a positive 
view of the opportunities and consequences 
of digitalisation. Pot was the Director of TNO 
Work and Employment, the research agency 
that makes scientific research applicable in 
order to boost the innovative capacity of in-
dustry and government. 

His expertise in the field of digitalisa-
tion and the consequences of psychosocial 
workload, well-being at work, stress, job 
content and skills development extends far 
beyond national boundaries. He too, never-
theless, says that the consequences of inno-
vations such as vision picking are impossible 
to predict. "It can take years. What are the 
effects on physical health? How much infor-
mation can people take in and process? What 
happens to your autonomy when the software 
dictates the order of tasks and method of 
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"You can assume that 
some employees will 
experience more stress 
(…) that they will have 
less autonomy because 
the software dictates."

work? Will the pressure of work rise? Stress? 
What will people think about being constant-
ly monitored?" 

Pot points out that any health effects 
of digitalisation must not be foisted onto 
employees. "If people become stressed, for 
example, you should not look at those peo-
ple but at the source: their work. There is a 
tendency in the Netherlands for it to be the 
responsibility of the employee whether he or 
she can deal with it. Unjustly. Further digital-
isation must not lead to us ending up with a 
kind of super-workers: people being selected, 
for example, on the basis of their information 
processing of resilience to stress."

Organisational choice

Good introduction of new technology, ac-
cording to Pot, should fulfil a number of con-
ditions. That was true a hundred years ago 
and is still true today. An important princi-
ple is to organise first, then automate. Other-
wise you create chaos, according to Pot. 

content and the autonomy of the employee. The 
FNV also aims to develop a strategy in which the 
introduction of new technologies is influenced 
from the perspective of employees (trade unions 
and works councils) and the quality criteria are 
significant conditions in the implementation of 
new technology.

What consequences are there for the quality of 
work in the professions that remain? What is 
the situation regarding health and safety, job 
content and working conditions: are new tech-
nologies used to lighten the work of employees 
or does technologisation instead lead to work 
becoming more intensive and pressure of work 
being intensified? And do new technologies 
make task enrichment possible, or do they lead 
instead to job content autonomy being eroded, 
so that employees become an extension of the 
machine? 

* Ford M. (2015) Rise of the robots. Technology and 
the threat of a jobless future, Basic Books, 334 p.
Frey C. B. and Osborne M. A. (2013) The future of 
employment: how susceptible are jobs to computeri-
sation, University of Oxford.

FNV research, 
technologisation 
and quality of work
The emphasis in discussions on robotisation, au-
tomation and artificial intelligence is generally 
on the consequences for employment. However, 
what the precise effects will be is often a mat-
ter of conjecture. Some research indicates that 
automation and robotisation will lead to mass 
unemployment, while others conclude that, in 
the long term, these trends will lead to new em-
ployment. But whether technologisation does 
or does not lead to a decline in employment, 
one thing is for sure: job content and working 
conditions will change.

The Netherlands Trade Union Confederation 
(FNV) is therefore launching a large-scale 
study on the quality of work as a result of 
technologisation at the workplace. The FNV 
wants to develop quality criteria (a checklist) 
according to which innovations can be tested 
in the field of safety, robot ergonomics, job 
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says the Emeritus Professor. The two things 
are complementary. 

The European Commission too has 
included in its policy that "technical inno-
vation should be complemented with work-
place innovation". Pot continues: "So it’s a 
matter of new and combined interventions 
in work organisation and person nel policy 
in a participatory way in order to improve 
organisational performance, job quality and 
industrial relations simultaneously. Particu-
lar organisational attainments are work pro-
ductivity and the innovative capacity of the 
organisation. Social innovation is crucial. 
Involvement of the shop floor is, however, 
sometimes forgotten". He refers to the 'Smart 
Industry' programme of the Dutch metal em-
ployers’ federation (FME), supported by the 
Ministry of Economic Affairs, that was con-
cerned with new technology but forgot about 
the people. "In the meantime, the FNV trade 
union federation has managed to get social 
innovation included in the Smart Industry 
2018-2021 implementation agenda."

Checking, checking,  
double-checking

Last summer, there were quite a few break-
downs in the vision picking system at DHL 
in Bergen op Zoom. This might happen, says 
Willems, before they take the next step up 
to order packing, because different software 
systems have to be attuned to each other. 
That will not happen without a struggle. "The 
software here is linked to our own warehouse 
management system. If there is a breakdown, 
we can therefore deal with it quickly." Wil-
lems shows that vision picking does not stand 
alone. The whole system is based on checking, 
checking and double-checking. In the order 
packing department, employees see on the 
screen what items, such as directions for use, 
must be added to the boxes of orders. "At first, 
we were still using paper work instructions: 
it’s faster digitally with two screens, and er-
rors are ruled out – the system dictates." Be-
fore the order receives a printed packing list, 
the system checks whether the order is cor-
rect in terms of weight. When the boxes are 
sealed, there is still one last check based on 
the code of the country and carrier. The or-
ders, in this case destined for Poland and the 
Czech Republic, are ready for despatch.•

"Further digitalisation must not 
lead to us ending up with a kind  
of super-workers."
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"Make use of what is called the 'organi-
sational choice'. Organisations have a choice in 
how to apply technological innovations. This 
is sometimes forgotten. Do you allow the soft-
ware to dictate, or does this support the auton-
omy of the employees? Do you employ technol-
ogy so that you are left only with ‘poor jobs’, 
or does digitalisation ensure high-quality jobs 
and greater responsibility? It is, in addition, 
important to involve not just the works council 
and trade unions but employees too in the pro-
cess, to take a joint look at how work processes 
can best be formulated, in order to guarantee 
quality of work and also achieve efficiency." 

A third significant component, accord-
ing to Pot, is the government, which has a 
responsibility with regard to limiting and 
offsetting the adverse consequences of tech-
nological developments through legislation, 
incentive programmes and research.

Social innovation

The Social and Economic Council of the 
Netherlands (SER), a government advisory 
body on which employers, employees and 
independent members sit, drew up a work 
agenda. "People and technology: working to-
gether" at the request of the government in 
2016. This analysed possible consequences 
of the transition to a digital economy for the 
labour market, the organisation of work and 
industrial relations. 

It was about time, Pot feels. In Finland 
and Germany, he believes, they are far ahead 
in terms of social innovation. In these coun-
tries, the government encourages technolog-
ical innovation on a large scale, but always 
linked to programmes for improving work 
and organisation. "It’s good that the SER is 
linking digitalisation to social innovation," 
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Journalist

Exoskeletons: taking off the strain?
Seen as somewhat futuristic, there is a certain amount of hype about (powered) 
exoskeletons in the media. On paper, these devices are seen as a way of making 
strenuous or repetitive tasks easier for their users. But is that really the case? 
What side effects do they have? A spotlight on these new-style devices.

Will collaborative robots 
(cobots), exoskeletons 
and other physical 
assistance technologies 
succeed in stemming the 
“pandemic” of musculos-
keletal disorders?
Image: © Belga
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"You don’t buy an exoskeleton like you’d buy  
a screwdriver or a power saw."
Jean Theurel (INRS)

In the lobby of this splendid Haussmann 
building on the Champ-de-Mars in Paris, 
Aurélien Grilla, an employee of SOE Stuc & 
Staff, is preparing to climb up a small scaffold 
to sand the ceiling. In the building trade, this 
is not a much-liked task as it involves working 
overhead, keeping one’s arms up in the air for 
long periods. "Though the sander weighs just 
2 - 3 kilos, believe me, by the end of the day 
it feels it weighs a ton!", said Aurélien Grilla. 

"Most people find changing a bulb in 
a ceiling fixture strenuous, but that’s some-
thing that only takes a couple of minutes. 
Here, you have to work overhead the whole 
day", said Bruno Rondet, head of this special-
ist plastering company. However, Aurélien 
Grilla does not seem too apprehensive about 
this afternoon’s work, as he is now equipped 
with an innovative device specially designed 
for such tiring and strenuous work: an exo-
skeleton, a sort of overall with mobile "arm-
rests", somewhat like the stirrups found in 
hospital labour wards. Resting on a tripod, 
this strange contraption is hoisted up onto 
the scaffold. All that Aurélien Grilla has to do 
is to put it on, in a way similar to putting on 
a backpack. This takes just a few minutes, as 
the exoskeleton has been previously adjusted 
to his body shape. 

Aurélien Grilla then picks up his sand-
er and starts working. "The armrests mean 
that the sander’s weight is distributed over 
the whole body", he explained. Aurélien has 
already used the exoskeleton for other large 
surfaces, such as the ceilings of the Peninsu-
lar Paris Hotel. Sensitive to health and safety 
considerations after having experienced back 
problems as a young worker working for less 
scrupulous employers, Bruno Rondet reckons 
that the hardship and fatigue associated with 
sanding ceilings is reduced by 80%. The in-
troduction of the device has also changed the 
image of sanding work within the company. 

"Before, sanding was considered as 
a chore, something you gave to either the 
youngest or the heftiest, but not to those most 
skilled for the job, one of the company’s spe-
cialties. But now we can give the work to our 
most experienced workers, without them bat-
ting an eyelid", Bruno Rondet went on to say. 

“The augmented worker”

Sanding ceilings is just one of the many ap-
plications for exoskeletons, a device that has 

recently received growing attention in the 
health and safety arena. But the principle is by 
no means new. First experiments in this field 
date back to the 1950s/1960s, but were only 
short-lived due to the technology not being 
sufficiently mature (see box, p. 30). But over 
the last few years the miniaturisation of elec-
tronic components and batteries has revived 
interest in these futuristic assistant devices. 
Some of them, for instance, can boost an em-
ployee’s strength, enabling him to carry things 
weighing 10 kilos as if they just weighed one. 

This revival is also being driven by all 
the discussions around Industry 4.0 and the 
factory of the future, workplaces that could 
become full of "augmented workers", and by 
such demographic factors as population age-
ing. A number of companies have already 
taken the jump, or are showing great inter-
est. The world leader in road construction, 
Colas, together with the company RB3D, 

has developed a model designed to make the 
work of its asphalt rakers easier. "Tasked with 
spreading hot asphalt straight from the lor-
ry, rakers can shift up to 70 kilos with their 
rakes", explained Serge Grygorowitcz, head of 
RB3D. Following lots of trials and tests, the 
model developed by the French SME enables 
the workers to put part of the pressure on 
their legs, thereby relieving their backs. 

Several Japanese banks are already 
providing their employees with exoskeletons 
to help them carry heavy loads such as wads 
of notes, reduced their felt weight by 40%. 
DHL is studying the possibility of equipping 
its sorting centre staff with exoskeletons al-
lowing them to effortlessly handle packets 
weighing up to 25 kilos (see also the article on 
p. 22). In short, the spotlight is again on ex-
oskeletons. They obviously have great poten-
tial for preventing musculoskeletal disorders 
(MSDs), numbers of which have increased 
60% in the last ten years and which "now 
account for 87% of work-related diseases in 
France", stated Jean-Jacques Atain-Kouadio, 
an ergonomist working for INRS, a French 
health and safety body. 

According to the Work Foundation Al-
liance, some 44 million workers suffer from 
MSDs in the EU alone. In certain sectors, 
workers have to lift around 10 tonnes a year. 
But "when an exoskeleton is well designed, 
it can reduce muscular activity, i.e. relieving 
the muscles used". "Effort can be reduced by 
10 − 40% for certain tasks, reducing fatigue 
or limiting spinal cord compression", added 
Jean Theurel, head of research at the INRS 
lab for physiology and ergonomics. 

Though these findings are encour-
aging, such devices are not to be seen as a 
simple one-size-fits-all response to posture 
problems or problems associated with man-
ual work. An exoskeleton is no ordinary and 
by no means simple tool: worn by its user, 
it is a device providing physical assistance, 
but whose design and development require 
a great amount of attention and care. Many 
issues remain open. One of the main risks 
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involves shifting physical stress and strain 
from one part of the body to another, without 
this being initially felt. There is as yet little 
data available on this subject. 

"Reducing physical stress and strain lo-
cally can lead to it being shifted elsewhere or 
induce a user to make unaccustomed move-
ments, risking for instance muscle wasting 
or neuromotor mismatch," explained Jean 
Theurel. 

Bruno Rondet remains cautious: "We 
need more feedback, as our system is still 
in its infancy. Like any medicine, we need 
time to make sure that it doesn’t produce any 
side-effects." 

"We’ve got to keep our feet on the 
ground. In the field of exoskeletons, there are 
still many things we don’t know and little re-
search has been conducted into device-assist-
ed movement. We still don’t know exactly how 
stress is distributed throughout the body and 
whether, when providing relief to a certain 
muscle or joint, we might end up over-com-
pensating via another muscle or joint", added 
Jean-Jacques Atain-Kouadio. 

Moreover, putting on such an "overall" 
can cause discomfort or even embarrassment. 
In the above-mentioned exoskeleton used for 
sanding for example, the first model’s metal 
"spine" ended up hurting workers’ backs. At 
their request, the manufacturer installed a 
small inflatable pocket along this spine, which 
the employee can inflate using a rubber bulb, 
easily accessible at the back of the suit. Also 
potentially undesirable is the "straitjacket" ef-
fect: as the exoskeleton works so closely with 

Questions put to 
Bruno Rondet, head of 
SOE Stuc&Staff
What made your company buy an 
exoskeleton for sanding ceilings?

Each year we define a challenge for improving 
working conditions. Just one, but one that we 
always end up overcoming. In 2012, we decided 
to take on the challenge of sanding, with the 
idea of providing relief to workers having to hold 
the sander the whole day above their heads. We 

looked at what was available on the market, for 
example for decorators, and purchased a device 
like a giraffe – i.e. a long neck attached to a 
wheeled undercarriage. But we quickly realised 
that, as the “giraffe” didn’t have a firm grip of the 
sander on starting, we ended up with unsightly 
rings on the ceilings, incompatible with our quali-
ty standards. So that was the end of the “giraffe”.

What was your next step?

We contacted a manufacturer of film-making 
accessories, one which produced “steadicams”, 
systems allowing a movie camera to be held 
and manoeuvred fluidly. We requested the 

company to adapt their system to hold a 
sander. But again, this turned out to be a 
failure, for similar reasons: attached to the 
end of a long arm, the sander again produced 
rings when starting. But flipping through the 
manufacturer’s product catalogue, we came 
across an exoskeleton which allowed a person 
to work overhead without fatigue. We tried it 
out at one of our sites, and found the results 
encouraging. But we needed to make a few 
modifications to give users more freedom 
of movement and to improve their overall 
comfort. At the end of the day, it took two 
years to arrive at an operational exoskeleton 
fully satisfying all users and the company. 
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operator had both hands tied to the system, 
as if handcuffed. 

"In the case of a fall, the operator would 
not have been able to cushion it at all. And 
especially in a building site environment, 
so many unexpected things can happen. We 
therefore requested the manufacturer to 
modify the device to give the operator’s hands 
a certain freedom, though without sacrificing 
safety for comfort", added Bruno Rondet. And 
then there is the aspect of social acceptance: 
an exoskeleton can change the way colleagues 
view the wearer or even how the operator 
views his role vis-à-vis the set task, making 
him feel he is worth less or even substituted 
by the "machine" – aspects likely to reduce 
certain users’ acceptance. 

Companies may also be tempted to de-
mand that their employees become more pro-
ductive, given the fact that their tasks have 
been made easier. Productivity improve-
ments may in turn lead to job cuts, with one 
employee now able to carry out the tasks pre-
viously performed by several workers. 

A “Swiss army knife” exoskeleton

"You don’t buy an exoskeleton like you’d buy 
a screwdriver or a power saw. You need to 
know in advance what it’s for and what re-
quirements it has to fulfil. Otherwise there 
is a great risk that it will be unsuitable and 
thus quickly abandoned or, worse, that it will 
cause side-effects impacting health in the 
long term instead of improving it", summa-
rised Jean Theurel. 

"What we are seeing is that these de-
vices provide specific assistance for a giv-
en task. However, only a few tasks are that 
specific, and in many cases a worker needs 
to do several different things. This means 

that it is essential to adopt an approach 
allowing users to assess the real value of 
exoskeletons and to make sure they meet 
up to expectations", added Jean-Jacques 
Atain-Kouadio. 

Interested in their potential, man-
agement of SNCF’s maintenance division 
has initiated just such an approach, devel-
oping an exoskeleton model adapted to its 
requirements. In their daily work, its em-
ployees find themselves confronted with a 
wide range of situations at work, requiring 
them to work in carriages, on ceilings, in 
maintenance pits, or to handle heavy items 
such as brake shoes. 

"We would therefore like to develop a 
'Swiss army knife' exoskeleton capable of ad-
justing to work in this variety of situations. 
But we are also aware of how complex such 
an undertaking is. This is the reason why it is 
being conducted by a multi-discipline project 
team made up of ergonomists, methods engi-
neers, representatives from our maintenance 
depots and from the trade unions. Moreover, 
the project is being conducted as an 'open in-
novation' project together with the manufac-
turer", stated Yonnel Giovanelli, in charge of 
the department responsible for ergonomics 
and organisational and human factors in the 
SNCF maintenance division. 

Aware of the need for proper reflection 
before purchasing an exoskeleton, the French 
standards organisation AFNOR (Associa-
tion française de normalisation) recently 
published a "tool-box"1 helping companies 
wanting to purchase such devices to ask the 
right questions and make the right choices. 
It contains tools and guidelines for assessing 
their use and their interaction with humans. 
The bottom line: a well-designed exoskele-
ton suited to a specific task can help improve 
working conditions.•

the body, users may feel hampered in their 
freedom of movement, possibly experiencing a 
restraining effect in the long run. 

In a certain way, an exoskeleton mod-
ifies a person’s habitual physical and ergo-
nomic movements, making it easier for ex-
ample to lift heavy weights but more difficult 
to make simple movements like lifting one’s 
arms. There are also several reasons why 
wearing such a "harness" can increase the 
risk of accidents, such as colliding with an-
other operator or a third party, damage to 
joints (due to exceeding physiological limits), 
friction or abrasion, system failure… In the 
first prototype designed for Stuc & Staff, the 

1. AC Z68-800, Dispositifs 
d’assistance physique 
à contention de type 
exosquelettes robotisés 
ou non – Outils et repères 
méthodologiques pour 
l’évaluation de l’interaction 
humain-dispositif, mars 
2017.

Hardiman, the origin 
of exoskeletons
The first serious attempt to make an exoskel-
eton dates back to the 1960s, when General 
Electric wanted to develop a model able to 
help people carry heavy loads without overdue 
strain. The first applications targeted were in 
the military field, for instance enabling people 
to lift bombs in an aircraft carrier; other appli-
cations involved handling weights in such field 
as underwater construction, nuclear power 
stations or in space. Going under the name of 
Hardiman, the prototype greatly increased a 
user’s strength, enabling him to carry weights 
of up to 680 kilos. Unfortunately, the project 
soon came up against major technical obsta-
cles: the machine itself weighed three-quarters 
of a ton and suffered from uncontrollable 
movements when it was turned on. We had to 
wait until the 2010’s and the miniaturisation 
of the components for exoskeletons to get 
back into the spotlight. 

A (powered) exoskeleton modifies a person’s 
habitual physical and ergonomic movements, 
making it easier for example to lift heavy 
weights but more difficult to make simple 
movements.
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In Veles, meeting the producers 
of fake news
In Veles, a run-down city in Macedonia, a discrete but prosperous sector is booming 
– the fake news industry. Hitting the headlines during the US elections, the industry 
is in the hands of young people with in-depth knowledge of the social media and 
their followers. Without any prospects of finding decently paid work, they have 
occupied this niche in the digital economy – and are doing very well out of it. 
Yet there are certain red lines they are not prepared to cross.

Elena, 34. Her teacher’s 
salary is not enough for 
her to lead a ‘decent life’. 
She also sets up juicy 
news websites targeted 
at Americans.
Images: © Robert 
Atanasovski (p. 31, 32, 34)
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"This is for the great people of Veles, I 
couldn’t do it without you!" Here in Veles, a 
run-of-the-mill city in the centre of Macedo-
nia, I’m shown a tweet from Donald Trump 
dated 9 November 2016. The day he won the 
US presidential election. Trump never visited 
Veles, 7 553 kilometres away from New York 
City, but a large number of Veles inhabitants 
"worked for him" during the election cam-
paign. The tweet is fake, Donald Trump never 
wrote it. It’s a joke on account of so many fake 
news launched from Veles in a favour of Don-
ald Trump during the campaign. 

In 2016, a gold rush took hold of this 
43 000-inhabitant city, formerly an indus-
trial centre but now impoverished. Hundreds 
of websites, including WorldPoliticus.com, 
TrumpVision365.com, USConservativeTo-
day.com, DonaldTrumpNews.com, USADai-
lyPolitics.com first saw the light of day here. 
They publish mostly fake news benefiting 
the Republican candidate with a headlines 
as: "Hillary Clinton in 2013: I would like to 
see people like Donald Trump run for office; 
They’re honest and can’t be bought"; "Wow! 
Queen Elizabeth invited Trump – This is a 
game changer"; "This is why we need Trump 
in the White House". The Guardian was the 
first to become interested in Veles, with its 
journalists naming more than 150 web do-
mains registered in this provincial city in the 
heart of Macedonia in August 2016. Since 
then, the number of websites launched in 

Veles has shot up so much that nobody is now 
able to come up with an exact number.

A monument to Trump

"We need to erect a monument to Donald 
Trump. So many people have made a mon-
ey out of him. 50% of the young population 
here are or were involved in the websites. I 
reckon that we had 3000 − 5000 websites 
active during the US elections. But that 
number has now gone down to about 200", 
said Bojan, lighting up a Marlboro while 
looking at his iPhone. "Here, take a look at 
my baby. Looks good, doesn’t it?", he proudly 
says. The design is simple, without frills, the 
texts short, the titles juicy – and all is spiced 
with lots of photographs and prominent ads. 
"Everything I own, I owe it to these ads", he 
added, wiping the sweat from his forehead. 
It’s the end of June, and temperatures are up 
to 30 degrees.

Bojan is just 19. It’s not his real name. 
Nobody in Veles would willingly reveal their 
true identity to a reporter investigating how 
fake news is produced. With Google and 
Facebook increasingly often blocking their 
sites, they don’t want the story of the Veles 
digital miracle to spread. They prefer to re-
main anonymous, also because they’re afraid 
of threats. Indeed, if the racketeers were to 
find out how much they earned, they would 

soon come knocking on their doors and de-
manding a share of profits.

Bojan finished a high school of eco-
nomics in 2016, one of the four high schools 
in Veles. His family of four scraped by on the 
€230 a month earned by his father in a facto-
ry making car spares. Many years ago, his fa-
ther used to work in the Zletovo zinc and lead 
foundry, the largest factory of its kind in the 
former Yugoslavia. 

This plant provided Veles not just with 
large numbers of decently paid jobs, but also 
gave the city the unenvied title of one of the 
most polluted cities in the Balkans. The plant 
is now closed, a fate shared by many other fac-
tories in the city. His mother is unemployed, 
as is the case with 25% of Macedonians. Bojan 
intended to work for a couple of years, saving 
up enough money to go to Skopje, the capi-
tal of Macedonia just 50km down the road, 
to study. But finding a job in Veles is quite a 
challenge. With a bit of luck, he might have 
got a job as a machine feeder in the factory 
like his father. But all he would have made 
there would have been €250 a month, hardly 
enough to get together the money needed to 
go away and study.

"Renting an apartment in Veles costs 
€100 a month. With more than €100 in ex-
penses and €200 for food, you’re already up 
to €400. There’s no work here paying that 
sort of money. I started looking around for 
possibilities to work abroad. Lots of young 
people from here have gone off to work on 
cruise ships in America. But then, in the 
summer of 2016, people started talking about 
making money from websites. I previously 
had no idea what the term fake news meant." 
Working with a couple of schoolmates, it took 
them just seven days to learn on the Web how 
to make money on the Internet.

They start working 
at around 4 o’clock in 
the afternoon so that 
they can supply their 
readers on the other 
side of the Atlantic 
with fresh news.
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"The money’s there waiting for you. 
All you have to do is to buy a domain name 
and create a web page. Something simple on 
Wordpress.com, something that looks seri-
ous, but without needing to invest too much 
effort because hardly anyone is going to actu-
ally look at the website. Instead, they’ll just be 
clicking on the news relayed via the social me-
dia. Next step, you add content to your page. 
You look for news on foreign sites. It doesn’t 
matter whether it’s fake or not. You might 
want to make a couple of changes to the con-
tent, but the main thing is to add a prominent 
title. And you prefix the title with Shocking, 
Breaking news or Spread this!. You then reg-
ister with the advertising networks, for exam-
ple Google AdSense, which automatically add 
ads to your site. You publish your text in var-
ious Facebook groups of Trump supporters 
– such as Reclaim America, Trump Troopers 
2017 or Trump Train – and then you just wait 
for them to click on the text, and then on the 
ads. That’s when the dollars start rolling in", 
explained Bojan.

The hunt for US clicks

However, it took quite some time for the 
clicks to transform into dollars. Bojan and 
his two friends earned just $50 in the first 
month. The number of followers of their web-
site’s "fanpage" on Facebook was not that 
high, and they didn’t have enough money to 
invest in advertising on Facebook. And none 
of their news went viral. Nevertheless, each of 
them spent the whole night in their rooms in 
parent’s apartments searching for the Face-
book pages most often visited, opening new 
profiles and dreaming up increasingly effec-
tive headlines. As the audience for their texts 
grew, and thus their profits, they invested 
more and more in Facebook ads, giving them 
greater visibility and thus more clicks. 

In October 2016, just three months af-
ter launching their site, they netted their first 
thousand dollars, around the amount their 
respective fathers together earned in one 
month. The following month, they raked in 
$3 000. After 11 months, their total amount-
ed to $65 000, a fortune in a country with an 
average monthly wage of €372.

"Our business is not that big. There are 
others here in Veles who made more than a 
million euros", stated Bojan. Seeing my sur-
prised look, he was quick to add: "And that’s 
not fake news, it’s the truth. You’ll see it next 
year on the tax declarations. They belong to 
those rare people whose Facebook 'fanpages' 

have more than 800 000 followers and who 
spend €200 − €300 a day on Facebook adver-
tising. Such high investments generate lots of 
clicks. US clicks. They’re worth much more 
than all the others."

The Veles entrepreneurs create sites tar-
geting the US market because clicks from US 
are the worthiest in the world and they pro-
duce news on Trump because his supporters 
are the most inclined to click on it. Yet nobody 
is really interested in Trump and the majori-
ty of Macedonian fake news producers don’t 
follow US politics. At the beginning, a few of 
them posted news benefiting Hillary Clinton, 
but they quickly noticed that this didn’t bring 
in that many clicks. So they switched sides 
and focused on Trump. "We post fake news 
for just one reason: audiences for fake news 
are bigger than for real news", they say as jus-
tification.

The most-read news item on Bojan’s 
website is the one about the Pope supporting 
Trump. Though not invented in Veles, many 
of the city’s websites posted it. Generally 
speaking, rather than inventing news, they 
copy it from US websites such as TheRight-
ists.com, Conservative101.com, Angrypatri-
ots.com, Libertywriters.com. And anyway, 
most youngsters like Bojan don’t have suffi-
cient command of English to write faultless 
fake news. On the other hand, a few top play-
ers may employ up to 8-10 people, including 
foreigners speaking English fluently. Work is 
shared – someone scans the Web for news, 
another for photos. Someone dreams up the 
titles, two others take care of posting the con-
tent on the social media. Someone else does 
the translating.

Facebook is reacting

Once upon a time, the Veles factories pro-
duced clothing and china sold throughout 
Yugoslavia. Nowadays, small workshops 
assemble fake news for the US market. The 
members of this new digital workforce earn 
€350 − €500 a month for their work. By com-
parison, the national TV correspondent in 
Veles earns €300 a month.

Bojan’s team has stayed the same size, 
with the three of them still doing everything 
themselves and sharing the profits. They 
dispense with everything that makes media 
work expensive – the work of editors, pho-
tographers, graphic designers, the market-
ing, the technical equipment. Installed in a 
sparsely-furnished rented apartment in one 
of those high-rise concrete buildings typical 

of the Communist era, they start work around 
4 o’clock in the afternoon so that they can 
supply their readers on the other side of the 
Atlantic with fresh news when they check 
their Facebook thread in the morning. They 
work until around 3 am and sometimes take 
turns to work through the night. They live by 
US time.

When the audience for political news 
melted away after the elections, they decid-
ed to refocus their work, launching two new 
sites, the one devoted to cars, the other to 
food. But the principle remains the same: they 
copy news articles, add 'juicy' titles, and post 
them on the social media. "That’s not bring-
ing in that much at the moment, but we’re pa-
tient and determined. At the same time, we’re 
beefing up our political site in preparation for 
the next US elections", explained Bojan.

Over the last few months, Facebook 
has deleted several pages from sites in Mac-
edonia due to breaches of usage terms and 
conditions. This is tantamount to killing 
these businesses, as 95% of site visitors come 
from Facebook. Some of them didn’t received 
payment from Google for their advertising 
profits, mostly because the content was pla-
giarised. Although Google has profited from 
their fake news or rather from the ads posted 
on their pages, the share due to the site own-
ers has not been paid. As a result, Bojan and 
his friends have changed their subjects and 
are posting more videos on their sites, as such 
content is not checked so much.

“Healthy food brothers”

In Veles, the era of digital fake news actually 
started with food. The precursors of the gold-
en age were the famous Healthy food brothers, 
Borče and Aleksandar Velkovski, the brothers 
responsible for launching Healthyfoodhouse.
com. They posted texts full of health and beau-
ty advice, such as "putting a slice of lemon near 

While in the past 
everyone used to work 
in a factory, now they 
are all working on 
fabricating "news".

Special report 24/30



autumn-winter 2017/HesaMag #1634

your bed lets you wake up feeling top fit", or 
"eating bananas and avocados instead of pills 
is the best way to cure depression".

"About two and a half years ago, I heard 
about guys running a website on healthy 
food. At the beginning, they had us smiling, 
but once we saw their gleaming car and ren-
ovated house, the jokes have stopped. Some 
have followed suit, setting up sites for food, 
cars, lorries, sport, etc.", said 21-year-old Al-
eksandar Stojkovski, a law student who works 
as a lifeguard at the city’s swimming pool. He 
is also a member of the NGO Focus, where 
he works on information technologies. It was 
only when Trump was nominated as the Re-
public candidate that Veles became a gold vein 
for new digital workers. Rumours cropped up 
that Russia was providing the funding for the 
sites, but Aleksandar doesn’t believe that. "It 
was just a few lads with nothing better to do. 
They found a new way of making money, basi-
cally because you’ve got no other choice here. 
Like in the old days, everybody’s working in 
the factory; it’s just that the factory is now 
churning out fake news. Without the Healthy 

food brothers, probably nothing would have 
existed", thought Aleksandar. 

Like the majority of people we spoke 
with, he was not condemning the youngsters 
producing the fake news, even if he him-
self would have nothing to do with it. "As 
a student activist, I was hoping for honest 
elections in Macedonia. I fought against a 
corrupt government and the fake news put 
out by the Macedonian media. Broadcasting 
fake news myself would go against all my 
ethical principles." 

He went on to say: "Macedonia is in eco-
nomic ruins, there’s no work for young peo-
ple. Can we honestly take their spreading of 
fake news amiss in a country in which up to 
just a few months ago the national TV chan-
nel broadcast nothing but lies? On the TV, you 
heard about jobs being created, about pros-
pects being rosy. But go out onto the streets 
and you would find people demonstrating, 
people were poor and the entire political sys-
tem was corrupt. That’s the real problem. Not 
the kids who post fake news for the Ameri-
cans. You don’t have to read that sort of news. 

We pay for the national TV channel to lie to us, 
so where do you think young people are going 
to learn that the truth counts?

But we pay for the national TV channel to lie 
to us, so where do you think young people are 
going to learn that the truth counts?" 

Nothing that endangers lives

We talked on the main Petre Prličko street, 
opposite the brand-new Džinot Theatre. Cafés 
and shops align this unimpressive artery, but 
the new jeunesse dorée doesn’t find much 
here to show off its riches. A mobile phone, 
brand sneakers, a restaurant dinner, a bottle 
of whisky, that’s all they can treat themselves 
to here – unless they go and spend their 
money in one of the many casinos that have 
sprung up.

The theatre is the only new public build-
ing constructed in the city since the disinte-
gration of Yugoslavia in 1991. No kindergarten, 
no sports hall, no cinema or no new hospital 
has been built. In June 2017, after 11 years of 
the conservative VMRO-DPMNE government, 
a new government was formed by the social 
democratic SDSM party. Two websites were 
set up just before the elections, Saznajemo.rs 
("We are learning") and Alo.com.hr, dissem-
inating fake news in the hope of discrediting 
the opposition. Nova TV, one of the rare in-
dependent media channels, discovered that 
the two sites were under the control of New 
Media Enterprise, a company belonging to 
Filip Petrovski, the director of the National 
Archives of Macedonia and a member of the 
VMRO-DPMNE party then in power.

The Veles "lads" did not get involved in 
the Macedonian elections. "There was nothing 
to earn from the UK or French elections, and 
even less from the Macedonian elections. Ad 
clicks aren’t worth much in Europe, and read-
ers here are not as gullible as the Americans. 
In the elections here, we left the posting of fake 
news up to the politicians. What we are inter-
ested in is making money", smiled Bojan. 

He went on to explain: "But I’m not 
prepared to post any news whatsoever just 
for the money. For example, I came across 
some fake news saying that Syrian terrorists 
were about to attack New York. That’s some-
thing you can’t take lightly." His credo is not 
to post anything that could endanger lives. 
Everything else is acceptable. 

"I’m having more difficulties with our 
food website. This type of site could tell you 
that this or that food can help cure cancer, but 
that might be wrong and could endanger peo-
ple’s lives. But I’ve got no scruples with fake 
political news, because politics is full of char-
latans anyhow", he said. 
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The young man has postponed his 
planned registration at the Faculty of Eco-
nomics. "I’m going to continue with this as 
long as it goes well, trying to save as much 
money as possible. That will probably get 
more and more difficult, because war has 
been declared on fake news. Anyway, it’s not 
a real job, even if I’m earning much more than 
any other work here in Macedonia", he add-
ed. As with all other digital workers in Veles, 
Bojan is not officially employed, and he is not 
paying any pension or social security contri-
butions. He considers his savings to be his 
best insurance policy.

The Frankfurt Mafia

The mayor, Slavčo Čadiev, received us in his 
office. It’s 7 pm. "Times are hard, I’ve got 
to work", he said. He’s a member of VMRO- 
DPMNE, the right-wing conservative party 
that governed the country until recently. We 
asked him about the city’s unemployment 
rate. He didn’t know it exactly, but supposed 
it was somewhere around 8 - 10%. What was 
the youth unemployment rate? He didn’t 
know, but he stated that it was quite low. How 
many young people had left Veles to go and 
work abroad? Again, he didn’t know. 

Somewhat later, his spokesman Orce 
Nikolov passed on to us data stating that the 
unemployment rate in Macedonia was 24.5%, 
and that it was of the same order of magni-
tude among young people. There was no of-
ficial data on the number of Macedonians 
working abroad. The mayor evidently knew 
that Veles had gained a bad reputation on ac-
count of its fake news industry, but that didn’t 
seem to worry him: "The lads are getting by. 
They haven’t breached any law in Macedonia 
and they’re paying their taxes." He did how-
ever admit that the community had not ben-
efited from it: "They only profit from it them-
selves. You see more fancy cars in the streets, 
but the money is not finding its way into the 
city economy."

"It’s a bit like it used to be with what we 
called the Frankfurt Mafia, but less danger-
ous", Ace Kocevski, the former mayor of Veles, 
told us. After his defeat in the 2009 elections, 
due to a fraudulent set-up with duplicate ID 
cards which allowed people to vote more than 
once, he started up a construction company. 
The Frankfurt Mafia was the name given to 
a group of Macedonian criminals, most of 
whom originally came from Veles, who sold 
drugs in Frankfurt and Vienna which had 
come up via the Balkans route. 

The Mafia recruited young people, 
sending them to "work" in Germany and Aus-
tria. Rumour had it that some 400 Veles in-
habitants participated in these activities. The 
dismantling of this criminal organisation be-
gan in 2009 and dozens of people have since 
been arrested. "You can put that down to un-
employment. Everybody was fighting for the 
same scrap of bread. I’m not justifying it, but 
I can understand it. It’s the same thing with 
today’s fake news", declared Kocevski.

Borče Pejcev is a web designer and 
programmer. He’s never been short of work. 
He had set up 200 - 300 fake news sites, he 
said, among them the first political site con-
ceived in Veles. That was back in November 
2015. It was called Usapoliticstoday.com. 
Though Borče has earned well through 
the digital boom in Veles, he himself has 
no website of his own and is not involved 
in fake news. He doesn’t need to. He knows 
lots of people working in this business and 
he can confirm that they are not a new pro-
fessional workforce. 

"They’re all just amateurs. All they un-
derstand about the technology or the Internet 
is what they need for their business. More-
over, they don’t think about what they will 
do when the source dries up, when they get 
blocked by Facebook and Google. They’re not 
investing in new opportunities, not starting 
up new companies. They’re spending their 
money on fancy cars, holidays in Thailand, 
shopping on AliExpress.com, expensive bot-
tles of alcohol at the weekend. Though quite 
rare, maybe one of them will open a café with 
the money he’s made. They’re young people 
who’ve made money quickly and want to en-
joy themselves", he explained.

A decent life

Elena doesn’t dream about trips to faraway 
countries or luxury cars. She just wants a 
decent life for her family. 34 years old, she 
teaches physics at a high school in Veles. Her 
monthly salary is €370. Her husband is a taxi 
driver and earns €200 a month. They have a 
4-year-old daughter and Elena is 4 months 
pregnant. We met up in the Gardenia, the 
best hotel in town on the outskirts of Veles, 
to avoid her being seen in the company of a 
journalist. What is now a 5-star hotel used to 
house the admin departments of Loza, a large 
agricultural cooperative that went bankrupt.

"I’ve got a degree and a good job, but 
I live on the breadline. That’s why I set up 
my own website in April 2017. Everyone said 

that it was easy to make money that way, so I 
gave it a try", she said. As with all the others, 
she taught herself everything she needed to 
know on the Internet, because nobody want-
ed to help her get it running. She designed 
the site herself and paid $42 for the domain 
name Americantodayreport.com. Her audi-
ence swelled after just two days, after she 
posted a news item on the conflict between 
North Korea and the US. Elena generally 
posts juicy news items about Trump, but no 
fake news. 

"Ethically, I find that unacceptable. Any-
way, readers are increasingly recognising fake 
news, posting the comment fake news under 
such items and you end up getting blocked in 
this group and losing your audience", she ex-
plained. 

During the day, she searches for news 
items on such well-known media sites as 
the New York Times, The Independent, The 
Guardian or the Daily Mail, then assembles 
them and posts them on her site. Around mid-
night, she starts sending out the links from 
her kitchen while her husband and daughter 
calmly sleep. On the Facebook groups where 
she posts under her own name, she often dis-
covers posts from her pupils. 

"If the kids manage to earn money this 
way, then I can manage to do it as well", she 
said. Nevertheless, up to now she has only 
earned €80. "I work just a few hours a day on 
it, posting up to seven news items. But obvi-
ously, that’s not enough. During the summer 
holidays, I’ll step up my work. I’d be happy 
just to earn a few hundred euros a month", 
she told me.

While we were talking near the hotel 
swimming pool, her brother’s girlfriend rang 
her up. She and her brother had wanted to 
do seasonal work in the summer in Greece. 
They had paid €100 per person to an agency 
in Skopje which had ensured them they would 
be hired. But they had heard nothing since. 
"That’s life in Macedonia. Everyone deceives 
you", says Elena. Her brother now plans to 
start up a food website. 

From the neighbouring table, we picked 
up snatches of conversation from a group of 
well-dressed middle-aged men having din-
ner. They were speaking of Facebook and ad-
vertising on the social media. When we left 
the hotel and we were crossing the former 
industrial zone in the car, Elena tugged my 
sleeve: "Do you see those two over there?", 
she said, pointing to two young men in the 
half-light. "They’re into politics, broadcasting 
fake news", she said. Small Veles has become 
the Mecca of the post-factual era.•
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Lilly Irani 
University of California, San Diego
Kai Li 
Independent worker, data scientist, and programmer

Crowd work and the “on-demand” 
economy
Ten years ago, university researchers launched a website in the United 
States giving digital platform workers access to information on the clients of 
these platforms, and therefore the opportunity to denounce those least respectful 
of their rights. With the support of trade unions, the project was adopted 
in Germany in 2015.

Faced with 
“Uberisation”, 
researchers and IT 
experts are responding 
by developing software 
to evaluate the 
platforms’ “social 
performance”.
Image: © Belga
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Digital labor platforms such as Amazon Me-
chanical Turk, Uber, Upwork, Deliveroo, and 
Ohlala let customers use software — a website 
or a mobile phone app — to quickly outsource 
many types of work. These platforms connect 
customers to workers offering both local and 
remote services, from personal transporta-
tion, restaurant delivery, domestic work, and 
sex work to data processing, content moder-
ation, graphic design, engineering, and pro-
gramming.

Workers on digital labor platforms 
must usually agree that they will be legal-
ly classified as independent contractors, not 
employees. They are thus not entitled to min-
imum wage or other benefits and protections 
afforded to employees such as paid vacation, 
sick pay, overtime pay, dismissal protection, 
or collective bargaining. In some cases, legal 
experts and worker advocates agree that this 
classification is appropriate. In other cases, 
platform operators exert a great deal of con-
trol over pay, job assignment, working times, 
and working methods. In these cases, work-
ers and unions argue that workers should be 
classified as employees.

From a union perspective, digital labor 
platforms pose both opportunities and risks. 
On the positive side, digital labor platforms 
expand labor market access: they make pay-
ing work available to people who might not 
otherwise have access to it. For example, 
internet-based platforms allow workers to 
work from home; this is especially important 
to people with care giving responsibilities. 
Workers who previously had no access to work 
are often grateful for it; however, expanded 
labor market access can also have negative 
consequences. For example, the increased 
competition among workers in a larger la-
bor market can produce downward pressure 
on wages, job security, and job quality. More 
generally, the growth of precarious and large-
ly unregulated work through platforms risks 
eroding workers’ bargaining power, which 
may in turn lead to increasing economic in-
equality. Economic inequality in turn threat-
ens democracy, a risk that can be seen in the 
recent advances made by anti-democratic 
movements in Europe and North America.

With these stakes in view, this article 
offers a short history of two efforts to sup-
port and improve digital platform workers’ 
professional networking, collective identity 
formation, working conditions, and bargain-
ing power.

Mechanical Turk and Turkopticon, 
2008–20171

Mechanical Turk ("MTurk") is a website op-
erated by Amazon on which clients, called 
"requesters," post tasks, and workers choose 

tasks to complete for pay. As on many online 
labor platforms, workers must agree that they 
are independent contractors, not employees. 
After workers submit their work, requesters 
review the work and decide whether to "ap-
prove" or "reject" it. Workers are paid for 
approved work, but not for rejected work. 
Requesters can reject — decline to pay for 
— work for any reason. MTurk has an "appli-
cation programming interface" ("API") that 
allows requesters to automate the process of 
posting and reviewing work. That is, request-
ers can write software that will decide auto-
matically whether or not a worker will be paid 
for work.

In 2008, in response to reports from 
workers describing conditions of low pay, 
slow pay, poor communication, and arbitrary 
rejections (nonpayment), Lilly Irani and Six 
Silberman, then graduate students at the 
University of California, Irvine, designed 
Turkopticon, a website and browser extension 
that workers use to review requesters. 

In the original version of Turkopticon, 
workers give requesters numerical ratings 
from 1 (worst) to 5 (best) on four dimen-
sions: pay, pay speed, fairness of evaluation, 
and communication. In Turkopticon’s ear-
ly years, this rating system allowed workers 
to compare experiences and share thoughts 
about what it meant to be a "good" requester 
in terms of these four dimensions (e.g., what 
wage constitutes "good pay" or "good commu-
nication"). But after a while, disagreements 
emerged about the proper use of the rating 
system. Some workers, for example, would 
give good pay ratings for tasks paying around 
USD 6 per hour, while others argued that 

1. Parts of this section are 
adapted from Six Silberman 
and Lilly Irani, “Operating 
an employer reputation 
system: lessons from 
Turkopticon, 2008-2015,” 
Comparative Labor Law and 
Policy Journal, 37(3), 2016. 
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Turkopticon is part of a large and complex 
network of informal mutual aid practices 
operated mostly on a volunteer basis by 
MTurk workers.

any task paying less than US minimum wage 
should be given the lowest rating. 

Some workers argued that the "fairness" 
criterion should be used only to indicate un-
fair rejections, while others found it useful to 
use this criterion to indicate other problems 
with tasks (for example, problematic screen-
ing methods). These disagreements created 
confusion and tension among workers. When 
new workers joined, they unwittingly entered 
this complex situation.

As a result, between 2015 and 2016 
Irani and Silberman worked with workers 
to redesign the review format. As part of the 
redesign, reviews were changed from reviews 
of requesters to reviews of tasks, necessitat-
ing an entirely new version of the website and 
browser extension. Kai Li, an MTurk work-
er, data scientist, and programmer, volun-
teered hundreds of hours to co-design, build, 
and refine the new version of the site, which 
launched in March 2017. In addition to being 
centered on task-reviews rather than request-
er-reviews, the new review format attempts 
to separate "facts" about tasks from workers’ 
opinions about these facts. 

For example, instead of asking, "On a 
scale of 1 to 5, how good was the pay?" the 
new form asks how much the task paid and 
how long the worker took to complete the 
task. Because different workers have differ-
ent ideas about what an acceptable wage is, 
the new version does not assign any evalu-
ation to the wage data; it simply displays it. 
Similar changes were made to the questions 
about fairness of evaluation, pay speed, and 
communication. By September 2017 there 
were a total of about 400 000 reviews of 
57 000 requesters in the original version of 

Turkopticon and about 10 500 reviews in the 
new version. There were about 85 000 regis-
tered users; about 25% of these had written at 
least one review.

We know from speaking with requesters 
and from independent research that Turkop-
ticon changes requester behavior in ways that 
are favorable to workers; but from a worker 
perspective the system has some drawbacks 
and limitations. Turkopticon is complex and 
time consuming to learn and use. Communi-
ty members spend many unpaid hours writ-
ing, reading, and moderating reviews — time 
they could use to earn money. 

These activities can become psycho-
logically taxing, as Turkopticon users some-
times post aggressive or profane reviews, 
harass or threaten requesters or each other, 
or engage in well-meaning but heated de-
bates about appropriate use of the system. 
The new version tries to address some of the 
most obvious problems of the original ver-
sion. But, because we did not want to force 
workers to switch versions, there are (at least 
for now) two versions of Turkopticon, adding 
to possible confusion. 

On its own, Turkopticon does not 
"solve" any of the problems facing workers 
on MTurk. Turkopticon is part of a large and 
complex network of informal mutual aid 
practices operated mostly on a volunteer ba-
sis by MTurk workers. This network includes 
worker-owned forums such as Turker Nation 
and MTurk Crowd; sophisticated software 
programmed by workers; and some tools 
developed by researchers. These forums 
and tools help ameliorate some of the issues 
arising for workers on Mechanical Turk, but 
they do not change the fact that MTurk is a 

challenging, high speed working environ-
ment characterized by "arms-length" and 
often automated management and fierce in-
ternational competition.

FairCrowdWork.org and the 
Crowdsourcing Code of Conduct: 
2014–20172

In 2013, IG Metall started to devote significant 
attention and resources to the topic of crowd 
work. As one result of these early efforts, IG 
Metall officials Christiane Benner and Vanessa 
Barth, with the researcher Florian Alexander 
Schmidt, published Crowd work — zurück 
in die Zukunft? Perspektiven digitale Arbeit3 

("Crowd work: back to the future? Perspectives 
on digital work") in 2015. This volume brings 
together researcher and unionist perspectives 
on the opportunities and risks of digital la-
bor platforms for workers and unions. In May 
2015, IG Metall launched FairCrowdWork.org, 
a website that let workers rate working condi-
tions on platforms. 

In late 2015, IG Metall entered into 
dialogue with several German platforms, 
including the platforms behind the "Crowd-
sourcing Code of Conduct," a set of guidelines 
developed by several German platforms for 
"prosperous and fair cooperation" between 
platforms, clients, and crowdworkers. In 
collaboration with these platforms, Benner, 
Barth, Silberman, and colleague Robert Fuss 
surveyed hundreds of German crowd workers 
on six platforms in 2016. 

These surveys collected information 
about demographics, earnings, other em-
ployment, and workers’ opinions about the 
platform and the Crowdsourcing Code of 
Conduct. To find out which points in the Code 
of Conduct were most important to workers, 
Fuss and Silberman developed an online 
version of a topic prioritization method that 
is often used in union workshops. In the "of-
fline" version, items are listed on a flipchart. 
Participants are given a set of 3-10 stickers 
which they are asked to place on the flipchart 
next to the topics they find most important. 
Topics are then ranked according to the total 
number of stickers received. 
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In the 2016 online survey, Fuss and 
Silberman listed the ten topics in the orig-
inal Code of Conduct and asked workers to 
distribute ten "virtual stickers" among them. 
Each person was limited to placing at most 
three "stickers" per topic. By far the most 
highly rated topic was "fair payment." This 
confirmed our hypothesis that many people 
work on digital labor platforms to earn mon-
ey, and not simply "for fun" or "to pass time," 
as others have suggested. 

After discussing our survey results with 
the platform operators who had initiated the 
Code of Conduct, the "fair payment" topic was 
revised in a second version of the Code, re-
leased in late 2016. In the first version, this text 
had simply stated that workers should know 
how much they would be paid for completing a 
particular task. In the second version, text was 
added indicating that platforms would include 
"local…wage standards" as a factor in setting 
task prices. This is one small step toward set-
ting fair standards for platforms.

During this same time period, hu-
man-computer interaction researcher Ellie 
Harmon and Six Silberman were designing 
the second version of FairCrowdWork.org, IG 
Metall’s website about digital labor platforms. 
The website was originally created in 2015 to 
allow crowd workers to rate the working con-
ditions on labor platforms. However, it was 
impossible to verify that every user review-
ing a particular platform had actually worked 
on that platform. Second, the first version of 
FairCrowdWork.org asked workers to assign 

star ratings to five aspects of their work ex-
periences (pay, tasks, communication, evalu-
ation, and technology). 

However, as discussed above with re-
gard to Turkopticon, asking workers to as-
sign star ratings directly is problematic be-
cause different people have different ideas 
about how a particular rating translates to 
a concrete working condition. Taking this 
lesson into account, Harmon and Silber-
man re-designed FairCrowdWork.org and 
its rating system in 2017. Instead of asking 
workers to enter ratings directly, the ratings 
are now calculated based on responses to a 
95-question survey. The survey was post-
ed on crowd work platforms directly to en-
sure that all reviews are from actual crowd 
workers. The star ratings are now calculated 
based on workers’ responses to multiple con-
crete questions about each aspect of working 
conditions, making the ratings reliable and 
comparable with each other. 

The new version of FairCrowdWork.
org is another step toward creating more 
transparency in the world of digital labor 
platforms.

What have we learned? What now?

Worker-developed projects such as the 
MTurk Crowd forum can be described as 
"bottom up" in that they are initiated inde-
pendently by workers without support from 
platform companies, unions, or government. 

In contrast, the institutional position of 
the unions in Germany allowed IG Metall 
to take a more "top down" approach in the 
Crowdsourcing Project, initiating contact 
with platform operators over specific issues 
such as the Code of Conduct, and reaching 
out to workers at scale through broad sur-
veys. In the future, "bottom up" and "top 
down" initiatives will complement and rein-
force each other. While "bottom up" initia-
tives often respond directly to felt needs of 
workers, they often struggle with personnel 
burnout, financial shortages, a lack of media 
access, and a dearth of legal and other spe-
cialized expertise. "Top down" efforts begun 
by institutions have access to media, legal 
expertise, political connections, and some 
amount of financial stability. However, in-
dividuals working in institutional settings 
have responsibilities to stakeholders in their 
own organization in addition to workers. As 
a result, they can face challenges responding 
quickly and flexibly to workers’ needs. 

In considering the future of organizing 
on digital labor platforms, it will be impor-
tant to address the question: How can "bot-
tom up" networks and "top down" initiatives 
best support and complement each other in 
efforts to build worker power in digital labor 
platforms?

In addition, the international nature 
of some labor platforms challenges tradi-
tional modes of regulation and organizing. 
While platforms for "in person" work (e.g., 
cleaning, transportation) can be regulated 
by workers’ local governments, and their 
workers can be represented by local unions, 
it is more challenging to regulate platforms 
and represent workers who perform tasks 
remotely. What can be done legally and in-
stitutionally to support a worker working in 
Country A on a platform based in Country 
B for a customer in Country C? What rights 
does such a worker even have? And who 
should defend those rights?

As platform based work continues to 
grow, workers, forward-thinking platform 
operators and customers, unions, research-
ers, regulators, and other stakeholders will 
need to work together to develop answers to 
these difficult questions.•

In addition, the international 
nature of some labor platforms 
challenges traditional modes of 
regulation and organizing.
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2. Part of the third 
paragraph in this section is 
adapted from Six Silberman 
and Ellie Harmon, “Rating 
working conditions in 
digital labor platforms,” in 
submission to Computer 
Supported Cooperative 
Work.
3. Benner C. (2015) 
Crowdwork – zurück in 
die Zukunft? Perspektiven 
digitaler Arbeit, Bund-
Verlag, Frankfurt am Main.
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Site remediation at the expense 
of workers’ health
After 50 years, the Lacq gas field in South-West France has run dry. Before quitting 
the industrial basin, its operator, Total, is legally obliged to remediate the soil there. 
Each time a plot of land is sold, subcontracting companies excavate tonnes of 
polluted soil steeped with toxic substances. Working under pressure, a number of 
these companies are neglecting to protect their workers, without Total seeming to 
care. One of these workers has been fighting for five years to have his exposure 
recognized. This is the story of this whistleblower.

Elsa Dorey and Ariane Puccini
Journalists, correspondents of Bastamag.net
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The diggers gradually 
remove the traces of 
what was the largest 
gas field in France.
Images: © James Keogh  
(p. 40, 42, 43)
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August 2012. As so often over the last ten 
years, Thibaut Moncade strides through the 
security gate of the Lacq industrial plat-
form, just a few miles down the road from 
Pau, the main town in the Pyrénées-Atlan-
tiques département. Employed by a small 
earthmoving company, he takes his seat at 
the controls of his mechanical excavator, set 
to spend the day shifting soil, filling a hole 
here, levelling a mound there. 

Around him, the earthmoving "ballet" 
has begun: workers at the wheels of dump-
er trucks dump piles of rubble a few metres 
away. Suddenly, Thibaut starts feeling queasy. 
Covered in sweat, he clambers out of his exca-
vator and heads for the exit, passing a pile of 
earth emitting an unbearable stench. While 
he throws up, it suddenly dawns on him: he’s 
been poisoned for years.

Nicknamed the "Béarnese Texas", the 
Lacq platform operated by the oil company 
Total used to employ up to 8 000 people to 
extract up to 33 million m3 of natural gas a 
day. But now the field is virtually exhausted. 
The sulphur coming out of the few remain-
ing wells is used by a handful of chemical 
companies to make fertilisers, pharmaceuti-
cals, cosmetics or agrochemicals. The focus 
is now on cleaning up the site. For the last 
ten years, that has been the work of Thibaut 
Moncade, a man in his thirties employed by 
the earthmoving company Marsol, one of the 
many subcontractor companies engaged by 
Total Exploration Production France (TEPF), 
the Total division responsible for operating 
the gas field. 

Earth steeped with hazardous 
chemical agents

Thibaut Moncade was dismissed on grounds 
of incapacity in 2015, and has since exhaust-
ed his right to unemployment benefits. While 
looking for a new job, he lives off the salary 
of his wife, a teacher. What has happened 
to him since that awful day in August 2012 
when he felt sick? Sitting at the table in his 
sitting room, the Frenchman gets all worked 
up when talking about what happened then. 

"Ever had food poisoning?", he asks. "Even 

years later, when someone puts the same dish 
in front of you, you’ll feel you want to throw 
up. It’s the same thing with me. I’m pro-
grammed on that stench that made me feel 
queasy for months." 

The worker used to enjoy his work, which 
mainly involved solidifying drilling fluid 
coming from gas wells scattered throughout 
the region. However, at some stage he started 
losing his appetite, suffering from headaches, 
nausea, diarrhoea and heartburn. He never 
even thought this could have anything to do 
with his working conditions, initially putting 
his condition down to a long spell of gastroen-
teritis. When he was sent to work at a differ-
ent client’s site in March 2012, his symptoms 
disappeared. 

Back in Lacq in early August, he final-
ly realised that his symptoms were linked to 
this pile of earth. A few days earlier, he had 
received safety training before starting work 
on this new Lacq site. "I had never previously 
heard anyone speak about site remediation, 
about decontamination." For the first time 
in 10 years, he was told that the soil of the 
Lacq platform was steeped with heavy met-
als and a toxic cocktail of other carcinogenic, 
mutagenic and reprotoxic (CMR) substances. 
Above all, he was told that, when working in 
contact with such pollutants, it was neces-
sary to wear a "spacesuit": so many coveralls, 
masks, boots and gloves – things he had been 
deprived of for all those years. All he and his 
colleagues had ever worn on such sites was a 
helmet and overalls.

At the end of the training, he was still 
not worried. "Honestly, I wasn’t really trou-
bled." His employer would know what needed 
to be done, he confidently thought. And To-
tal, the company subcontracting the reme-
diation work, had a reputation as a leader 

in work-related safety. "Even today, I won-
der how I let myself be taken for a ride." His 
gaze, underlined by two rings full of fatigue, 
is posed on a red folder, bursting with official 
papers, email correspondence and letterhead-
ed papers, bearing witness to the amount of 
energy he has put into obtaining an official 
document attesting his exposure to hazard-
ous substances. A document he has still not 
obtained, even though he should have been 
given it as a matter of course.

Workers kept in the dark

When Thibaut Moncade started working with 
his mechanical excavator in Lacq, reconver-
sion of the industrial basin had already begun. 
The Total TEPF division is selling its gas plat-
forms plot-by-plot to companies wanting to 
set up shop on this Seveso-classed site. Toray 
Carbon Fibers, a Japanese company special-
ised in the manufacture of carbon fibres, is set 
to acquire a 16-hectare plot. Before handing 
over a plot to a new owner, TEPF is required 
to fulfil its legal obligation to remediate the 
soil polluted by 60 years of operating the gas 
wells. A slew of subcontractors from the con-
struction industry are taking care of this. 

Some thirty workers, including Thibaut 
Moncade, worked on the Toray plot, crossing 
paths without really knowing each other. Ex-
cavating the earth several metres deep at the 
site of the future factory, they piled it up in the 
open air. From November 2011 until the end 
of February 2012, his team dug trenches along 
the edge of the plot, locating and filling in the 
networks of underground pipes. The term "de-
contamination" was not uttered once during 
these four months, but the workers registered 
the nauseous stench coming from the earth 

Such an imbroglio often turns  
a subcontractor worker’s quest for  
health into a warpath.
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said Alain Carré, a retired occupational phy-
sician in charge of post-occupational health 
monitoring and vice-president of SMT, a 
French occupational health association, who 
knew about the tribunal’s ruling. 

"This employee has not only a right to 
his exposure file, but also to certificates at-
testing his exposure to hazardous chemical 
agents and to carcinogens, and his 'notice de 
poste', a document specifying exposure risks 
required by French law." He went on to state 
that "if we have a case of an occupational dis-
ease, the company is responsible, or maybe 
even culpable. And that can be expensive for 
it. Moreover, an employer can be convicted of 
inexcusable conduct, since protective meas-
ures are subject to an obligation to achieve a 
specified result." 

The current reform of the French La-
bour Code is set to sweep away such provi-
sions. The decrees planned by Emmanuel 
Macron would do away with provisions re-
garding the traceability of any harm asso-
ciated with hazardous chemical agents. In 
the government’s view, these provisions are 
too complex. The result of a series of Labour 
Code amendments, this final coup de grâce 
will make occupational exposure invisible.

For his part, Thibaut Moncade has filed 
a case with the French supreme court (Cour 
de Cassation), but without much hope. He 

His occupational physician never 
informed him (as he should have 
done) of the neurotoxic substances 
present on the site.

times before the latter noted in his medical 
file that he had not benefited from protection.

Thibaut is convinced that he was pur-
posely kept in the dark. Worried, he talked 
with other workers, noticing that he was not 
the only one noting safety deficits at the site. 
The Lacq basin platforms are the home of 21 
Seveso-classed companies. 70 subcontractor 
companies work for them, carrying out dan-
gerous work such as site remediation, site 
maintenance and industrial cleaning. These 
workers speak of dilapidated facilities, of total-
ly polluted steel frames, of rusty safety valves, 
of much too old plastic pipes. If they were able 
to, they would prefer to work elsewhere.

An unheeded call for help

Having exhausted all other means of obtain-
ing a document listing the period he was 
exposed to CMR substances and hazardous 
chemical agents, Thibaut Moncade turned to 
the industrial tribunal. "If I get cancer tomor-
row, or if in 10 years’ time it is scientifically 
proved that multiple sclerosis is caused by 
a certain substance, I’ll have proof", he ex-
plained. However, the judges did not take the 
same view, with Marsol, his employer, win-
ning the case in first instance and on appeal. 

"This decision is totally incomprehensible", 
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steeped with hydrocarbons, and the iridescent 
puddles tinged with blue, yellow or violet.

On becoming aware of what was going 
on, Thibaut Moncade’s first reflex was to get 
his hands on the site prevention plan, a plan 
required by the French Labour Code when a 
subcontractor carries out work for another 
company. In it, each company lists the risks 
associated with its activity and the preven-
tion measures to be taken to protect workers. 
But in Thibaut’s case, all the foreman had 
done at the start of the work was to read out 
to employees the risks associated with the 
company – road accidents, landslides, rock-
falls –, omitting the part referring to the 
specific risks associated with the Lacq site. 
This however clearly spelled out the risks of 
exposure to hydrocarbons, solvents and CMR 
substances, as well as the personal protection 
equipment that employees should have worn.

On reading the whole document, Thi-
baut Moncade felt anger building up inside 
him. "Everybody knew about it right from the 
start." He contacted Dr. Duretz-Camou, his 
occupational physician working for Prissm, a 
local intercompany occupational health ser-
vice1. "I should have had urine samples tak-
en at the start and end of the site work with 
a view to checking for the presence of such 
chemical agents in my body", he said. 

However, there is one occupational 
physician tasked with monitoring the Marsol 
workers and another one working for TEPF. 
Who is responsible? Such an imbroglio of-
ten turns a subcontractor worker’s quest for 
health into a warpath, with the worker fight-
ing against more or less wilful negligence. 
The tests needed to check whether employees 
were protected against contamination from 
toxic substances were the exception rath-
er than the rule. "Urine samples were taken 
once and never again. I didn’t even see the 
results", recalled one of Thibaut Moncade’s 
ex-colleagues, who had to quit in 2015 after 
33 years spent working for the company.

A further condition is to be found in Thi-
baut’s medical file. He was diagnosed as hav-
ing multiple sclerosis in 2008, six years after 
arriving at Lacq. His occupational physician 
never informed him (as he should have done) 
of the neurotoxic substances present on the 
site. While the link between this disease and 
exposure to heavy metals has not yet been 
established, this lack of clarity is not very re-
assuring for him, especially as Thibaut had 
to prod the occupational physician several 

Thibaut Moncade 
embarked on a 
Don Quixote-style 
fight against the 
petrochemical 
giant Total.

1. In France, the very great 
majority of employers 
discharge their health and 
safety at work obligations 
by joining an intercompany 
occupational health 
service. These services 
are responsible for health 
surveillance of 94% of the 
non-agricultural private 
sector working population.



autumn-winter 2017/HesaMag #1643

priority at sites, the two staff representa-
tives were sitting on ejector seats. The head 
of Marsol tried to dismiss them three times, 
but without being able to gain labour inspec-
torate approval.

Since this great cleansing operation, 
business has started turning up for Marsol 
at the Lacq platform. A dozen workers, many 
of them agency workers, are working on two 
new sites, again excavating contaminated 
soil. Bitter, their ex-colleagues sense a cer-
tain déjà vu. At one of the sites, the preven-
tion plan has not been read out to workers. At 
the other one, the foreman has only read the 
Marsol section. "I told him I wanted to see the 
other part", said one of the workers, recalling 
the fight put up by Thibaut Moncade. "He told 
me he didn’t have it."

"The earth has some quite unnatural col-
ours. If I was sure that the earth was contam-
inated, I would ask for single-use coveralls 
and masks", one of them confided to us. But 

"for the company, these all constitute costs…", 
he added, as if defending his employer. Sav-
ings realised on the backs of defenceless em-
ployees, whose safety is put at risk without 
the company batting an eyelid. At Lacq, the 
cocktail of precariousness, subcontracting 
and the endangering of staff to chemical risks 
is set to continue.•

In this small ecosystem, 
companies are at daggers drawn 
to get the best deals. Vindictive 
employees are persona non grata.

2. Employed by the French 
Ministry of Labour, a labour 
controller’s task is to 
monitor compliance with 
labour law in the field of 
employment relationships, 
health and safety at work 
and training. His work is 
limited to companies with 
fewer than 50 employees. 
He works under the 
authority of a labour 
inspector.
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had clearly not met its obligations. "From a 
legal perspective, one could have called To-
tal into question", stated Thibaut Moncade’s 
lawyer, Pascale Dubourdieu. "But then we 
would have had two companies gunning for 
us."

A clean sweep at Marsol – and  
then the whole merry-go-round 
starts again 

After Thibaut Moncade blew the whistle, two 
other colleagues fell ill, without any indica-
tion of the causes. This got workers thinking: 

"Maybe Thibaut was right. Maybe it’s worth 
putting up a fight…". Seven of his colleagues 
have decided to demand their exposure cer-
tificates, taking their cases to the industri-
al tribunal. At the same time, Marsol went 
through a lean spell, as its contracts with 
TEPF were not renewed. A coincidence? Nei-
ther Marsol nor TEPF were available to an-
swer our questions. 

Deprived of its main client, Marsol’s 
business declined. Its staff were of course 
the first to suffer, on technical unemploy-
ment for weeks on end or forced to take leave. 
More than half the staff working at Lacq at 
that time quit. Fighting to make safety a 

is now looking for a job in a completely dif-
ferent sector, well aware that no other local 
construction company will take him on. In 
this small ecosystem, companies are at dag-
gers drawn to get the best deals. Vindictive 
employees are persona non grata, with pref-
erence given to employees who won’t start 
stirring things up. 

However, there was one person who 
listened to Thibaut. Following his inspec-
tion of the Marsol premises in January 2014, 
Dominique Waeghemaker, a labour control-
ler2 from Pau, filed an infringement report 
with the public prosecutor in Pau, recording 
the absence of exposure prevention files, "no-
tices de poste" and medical examinations 
measuring employee exposure. Three years 
later, in June 2017, the file was closed. The 
only action taken by the prosecutor was to 
hear the head of Marsol. 

A "lean" investigation in the mind of 
Thibaut’s lawyer, Pascale Dubourdieu. "The 
prosecutor should have gone a lot further, 
demanding that all prevention plans for the 
last ten years be sent to him, and questioning 
other employees, also from other subcontrac-
tor companies. And above all checking Total’s 
monitoring of the recommendations set forth 
in the prevention plans." Why? Because the 
Total division TEPF is responsible for site 
safety and must make sure that personal pro-
tection equipment is worn by subcontractors.

“From a legal perspective, one could 
have called Total into question”

"They have the power and the obligation to stop 
work when they notice that prevention meas-
ures are not being taken", declared Gérald Le 
Corre, a labour inspector and unionist. At the 
site in question, the level of protection seemed 
to depend on the goodwill of each subcontrac-
tor company. Examined carefully, the preven-
tion plan reveals further deficits. 

The term "CMR" for example is generic, 
covering hundreds of hazardous substances. 

"The prevention plan should have been a lot 
more detailed, listing the substances pres-
ent in the earth", explained Gérald Le Corre. 
The only way of knowing these chemical sub-
stances is to have soil analyses performed be-
fore starting work. "Most of the time, analy-
ses were done after the work had started, and 
we got no feedback on the results", stated a 
Marsol employee.

Did the prevention plan contain other 
hidden defects? "It should have also men-
tioned the installation of mobile showers, as 
well as how to store and dispose of the im-
pervious single-use coveralls which become 
chemical waste after use", explained Gérald 
Le Corre. No such items were listed in the 
document. "I’ve never seen a shower at any 
of the sites. And three-quarters of the time 
we don’t even have water", confirmed a Mar-
sol employee. The commissioning company 
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Chinese survivors’ compensation claims 
following workplace deaths at sea
The families of Chinese seafarers who die at sea face various challenges from 
labour-supplying companies, shipowners and their liability insurers. The fragmented 
and transnational nature of employment relationships increases the difficulties 
that victims’ families have to face, which give overseas employers more power to 
control the claim. Although the families try to seek justice through petitioning, 
demonstrations and online activism, the current Chinese social and legal 
environment presents many obstacles.

Desai Shan
Faculty of Law, University of Ottawa

Global maritime 
transport operates 
almost exclusively with 
Asian labour. Work in 
this sector is 10 times 
more likely to result in 
a fatal accident.
Images: © Belga (p. 44, 47)
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About 2.3 million workers are killed every 
year as a result of work-related ill health and 
injury all over the world. In 2015, 152 seafar-
ers lost their lives at sea and 199 seafarers 
went missing in marine casualties. Every 
death has an impact on at least 20 other peo-
ple, meaning that, in addition to the estimat-
ed global seafarer casualties, 7 020 people 
would have been affected by workplace fatali-
ties at sea in 2015. 

With 650 000 seafarers, China is the 
largest maritime labour-supplying state. As 
transnational transport workers, seafarers 
are subject to labour and maritime laws of 
multiple jurisdictions, including the flag state 
of the ship and the labour-supplying state 
where the employment agreements are estab-
lished. The structure of employers is complex, 
including shipowners, operators and mul-
ti-level crew agencies. This complexity makes 
the compensation claims process extremely 
challenging for the victims’ families. 

The management of fatalities, including 
cases of seafarers missing at sea, involves var-
ious domestic and overseas organisations and 
institutions. There are three main parties in-
volved in handling seafarer casualties: crew-
ing agencies, who recruited the seafarers on 
behalf of shipowners; shipowners themselves 
and their representatives, including their li-
ability insurers’ claim handlers and lawyers 
who manage the claims and cover compen-
sation liabilities; and administrative and 
judicial authorities, who act as arbitrators or 
adjudicators to restore justice. 

Victims’ families usually have to go 
through four stages: post-accident communi-
cation with crew agencies; negotiating com-
pensation with shipowners’ representatives; 
seeking remedies; settling compensation dis-
putes and obtaining payment from shipown-
ers. This article, drawing on eight Chinese 
seafarers’ families’ accounts, reviews the dif-
ficulties they face in the claims process. 

Post-accident communication

Nearly half of Chinese seafarers do not have 
long-term employment and have to change 
their crew agencies frequently to obtain job 
opportunities. Crew agencies are responsible 

for informing the families of marine casual-
ties, but they also refuse any liability arising 
from the accident and are unwilling to help 
survivors. 

As one survivor, Fu Zhang, recalled: 
"When I arrived at their office, the crew agen-
cy told us that they assumed no liability for 
this casualty. We asked for the foreign ship-
owner’s information, but they refused to tell 
us and said there was nothing they could do 
and the shipowner was too busy to meet us. 
This was extremely outrageous!" 

Preserving the dignity of the deceased 
is another challenge. To minimise compen-
sation liability, some shipowners try to deny 
the work-related nature of fatalities, as inter-
viewee Tian Zhu said: "One legal adviser and 
two managers were always emphasising my 
husband would sign off next morning, but he 
just died several hours before. […] What they 
tried to say was my husband 'almost' died off 
duty. Later, they told me my husband might 
have committed suicide, so they would not 
pay compensation, but only a little humani-
tarian contribution."

This phenomenon reflects the "blame-
the-worker" culture in the workplace, which 
has been extended to the post-fatalities com-
munication, shifting the balance of power 
away from families towards management. 

Within this culture, the sacrifice of sea-
farers and the pain suffered by their families 
are also rarely recognised. From the perspec-
tive of family members, company practice is 
inhumane, with the financial aspect being its 
only concern. 

Nan Fan, a daughter of a captain said: 
"My father was shot by pirates in Africa. The 
shipowner has never recognised his sacrifice. 
For the company, it was an issue of money, so 
they would not regard us as human. […] For 
us, my father was as important as the sky. […] 
For the company, it was just a loss of an in-
strument, a tool, so why would they care about 
it? If my father could still work for them, they 
might pay a little attention to us. Now that he 
had died, it was impossible for them to care 
about our needs or respect us. The shipown-
er never sent a representative to visit us. They 
just ignored us completely. We were so furious 
that we could not eat or sleep at all."

The concern about costs is an important 
reason why shipowners are not cooperative in 
assisting families searching for missing sea-
farers. There is an inherent tension between 
shipowners’ interests and the needs of the 
bereaved family members, and families are 
often powerless, as Fu Zhang explained: "My 
brother’s body had not been found. The crew 
agency said it was not their business to search 
for bodies, and then referred us to staff from 
the shipowner’s insurer. We requested that 
all the bodies should be found, but he told us 
it was expensive to do so, and it was very dif-
ficult to find the body in the high sea. If we 
insisted that the bodies should be found, all 
the costs would be deducted from our final 
death compensation. As you already know, 
the death compensation is capped at CNY 
800 0001, so we had to give up our requests."

As the weaker party in this dispute, 
family members are not able to push through 

"For us, my father was as 
important as the sky. […] For  
the company, it was just a loss 
of an instrument, a tool, so why 
would they care about it?"
Nan Fan, daughter of a captain.

1. Above 100 000 euros. 
To convert Chinese yuan 
into euros, divide by eight.
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the psychological pressure on the oppos-
ing parties. These attacks aim to stigmatise 
claimants, and employ police power to force 
the claimant to abandon their claim. The 
effects of these strategic attacks are largely 
dependent on the social and political power 
possessed by the company. 

Stigmatisation is another typical kind 
of attack on claimants. In addition to the gen-
eral stigma of greediness, in China, families 
of deceased seafarers may have to confront 
political stigmatisation. 

The following example is an illustra-
tion: "I sent my claim amount to [the labour 
supply company’s manager], and he replied, 
'you are extorting as a greedy lion', and then 
hung up the phone rudely. […] The negotia-
tion paused for a while. Several days later, the 
police officer came to visit me before the 18th 
National Congress of the Party. At that time, 
the negotiations were in a deadlock. The po-
lice officer’s eyebrow was straight [surly] and 
he said: 'I heard you are involved in a dispute'. 
[…] Then the police officer told me the com-
pany reported to them that I was a socially 
destabilising element."

The stigma of being a "socially desta-
bilising element" relates to Weiwen (social 
stability maintenance) activity. If a person 
defends his/her civil rights for a long time 
and tries to attract public attention to obtain 

their requests. Faced with the threat of de-
duction of costs from the damages to be 
awarded, they are led into giving up their 
rights and entitlements. Their right to know 
the facts about the seafarer’s accident is not 
respected in many cases. 

Negotiating compensation 

The negotiation of compensation is the core 
battle between victims’ families and ship-
owners, the result of which can determine the 
future living standards of these families. The 
families attempt to assertively defend their 
rights to compensation, but organisations 
aim to control the loss arising from accidents. 
Therefore, it is inevitable that the bereaved 
families and shipowners dispute compensa-
tion standards and amounts. However, con-
sidering their inadequate knowledge of the 
law, legal entitlements, skills of negotiation, 
social resources and political power, seafar-
ers’ families are at a disadvantage. 

In the first instance, the families’ le-
gal knowledge determines the scope of their 
claims in the negotiations, which means the 
more families understand about legal entitle-
ments, the higher the compensation that can 
be claimed during a negotiation. Claimants 
who are able to conduct legal research are 
more likely to receive higher compensation, 
as Tian Zhu, the wife of a chief engineer, said: 

"I checked the law day and night online. There 
was a regulation from the Ministry of Trans-
port that said that the dispatched seafarer 
has three entitlements: the work-related inju-
ry insurance, shipowner’s P&I club insurance 
and commercial life insurance. I used this to 
claim work-related injury insurance and com-
mercial life insurance from the labour supply 
company. […] I claimed this amount and the 
company eventually accepted. Combining 
these three parts, I justified CNY 1 770 000 
as my claim amount."

However, if the families are not able 
to identify the proper legal instruments, the 
compensation they obtain will be very limit-
ed. The companies are able to take the initi-
ative and decide the compensation amount. 
Fu Zhang described how they were treated 
by crew agencies when they did not have 
sufficient legal knowledge: "The crew agen-
cy insisted the death compensation should 
be calculated according to rural income lev-
el, the lowest standard. Our family could 
only receive CNY 200 000 to CNY 300 000. 
Someone reminded us that we should use for-
eign-related legal standards to obtain a higher 
amount of compensation. I didn’t know about 
this specialised foreign-related maritime law 
before, but the crew agency should not cheat 
us. Why did they only insist on using the low 
domestic rural standards?"

In the second instance, shipowners, 
charterers, managers and operators of seago-
ing ships can limit their liability for maritime 
claims arising from vessel operation acci-
dents. From 1992 to 2013, in foreign-related 
personal injuries/ incidents of death at sea, 
Chinese law entitled shipowners to limit their 
liability to CNY 800 000. This legal regime 
has created significant obstacles for seafarers’ 
families to pursue satisfactory damages, as 
Nan Fan said: "We asked for USD 400 000 ac-
cording to my father’s income level. But they 
argued that CNY 800 000 was the limitation 
of liability for the shipowner. They insisted 
that the compensation should not be more 
than CNY 800 000. Through many efforts 
made by my father’s friends, we achieved an 
amount of CNY 1 500 000. It was a significant 
step from CNY 800 000 to 1 500 000. With-
out their help and encouragement, we could 
not have achieved it. The CNY 800 000 limi-
tation was set in 1992, and is out of date, but 
the shipowner still took advantage of it."

The liability limit of CNY 800 000 be-
came a significant obstacle for seafarers’ fam-
ilies, with shipowners being protected by this 
legal "shield" in cases of fatalities between 
1992 and 2013. Since the case of the Spring 
Merchant2 in 1999, this rule has been criti-
cised as an anachronism because the actual 
loss can be much higher than CNY 800 000 
due to inflation. Nan Fan’s family obtained 
a higher compensation through the political 
influence of his father’s social network. As 
shown in the case files, a leading official of 
the Ministry of Transport called the labour 
supply company to urge the shipowners to 
settle the compensation dispute responsibly. 
Meanwhile, the lawyer advised the shipowner 
that there would be a potential political risk 
for their future operation in Chinese ports 
if they insisted on short-changing seafarers’ 
families in this way. Politics thus played a key 
role in settling this particular dispute. 

However, many bereaved families do 
not have such strong social and political ties 
as Nan Fan’s family. To accept the compen-
sation offered by companies is the only solu-
tion for them. The interviewee Nan Chen de-
scribed his experience of failing to challenge 
the liability limitation: "We raised an amount 
of CNY 1 300 000. However, they had better 
lawyers. Our lawyer was not as dedicated and 
loyal as theirs was. In the negotiation, we 
could not achieve more and we just wanted to 
solve this quickly and did not want to overly 
immerse ourselves in dispute and grief. We 
eventually accepted the company’s compen-
sation of about CNY 800 000."

In the third instance, the bereaved 
might be subject to strategic attacks from the 
companies during negotiations. These strate-
gic attacks involve what can be regarded as 

"negotiation skills", which are used to increase 
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The more families 
understand about 
legal entitlements, 
the higher the 
compensation that can 
be claimed during a 
negotiation.

2. In this case, one pilot 
was seriously injured due 
to the pilot ladder of the 
vessel Spring Merchant 
was broken unexpectedly. 
The pilot lost 90% work 
capacity and the medical 
expenses exceeded CNY 
800 000. The Ningbo 
Maritime Court awarded 
CNY 3 685 581 as the 
compensation, including 
medical expenses, further 
medical and nursery care 
expenses, and earning loss.
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justice, he/she may be labelled as a socially 
destabilising element threatening political 
stability. Therefore, in this case, the company 
made use of political stigmatisation to impose 
extra pressures on the claimant. Through this 
strategy, the seafarer’s family may be forced 
to abandon further claims, or just accept the 
compensation offered by the company in order 
to free themselves of the stigma. 

Seeking justice 

The compensation process makes the rights 
of family members secondary to the interests 
of shipowners. Some families choose to bring 
their grievances to authorities, such as their 
local police station or the petition offices of the 
local government. Fu Zhang recounted their 
experience of petitioning: "At the beginning, 
the labour supply company just ignored our 
requests, so we called the police. It was use-
less. The police said the marine casualty was 
beyond their jurisdiction. Then we went to the 
petition office of our provincial government. 
They sent a message to the company, and the 
company agreed to negotiate with us, but it 
was not very helpful because they were still 
perfunctory. All these methods were useless."

Lately, many claimants have taken up 
the defence of their rights online. Family 
members can post their experiences on on-
line communities and social websites, such as 
Tianya, Sina Blog and Weibo (China’s equiva-
lent of Twitter). By using social media, claim-
ants hope that the government will take their 
requests seriously. Tian Zhu wrote posts on 
the Tianya online community and Sina Blog. 
However, these posts were deleted three 
times by the website administrator. 

She commented: "The labour supply 
company had the money to bribe the website 
administrator to delete my online posts on 
the defence of my rights, but was unwilling to 
improve our compensation a little bit." 

Nan Yang also tried to post comments 
on a news page to attract public attention to 
her nephew’s death on board: "There was 
news on the shipping website regarding the 
disputes between shipowners and their in-
surance companies. I attached my nephew’s 
story as a comment on that news, hoping 
more people would pay attention to it."

Nan Chen also wrote a post in a sea-
men’s online community to seek help for his 
cousin’s disappearance. However, these ef-
forts have not been successful. 

Demonstrations, sit-down protests and 
occupations have been adopted as forms of 
resistance to unfair compensation offers and 
mistreatment in negotiation. Following the 
first round of negotiation, Tian Zhu wore 
mourning dress and exhibited her banner at 
the labour supply company to highlight the 

Payment by instalments makes the set-
tlement unpredictable. Therefore, some vic-
tims even sacrifice some compensation in ex-
change for an instant lump-sum payment, as 
Nan You said: "It is hard to trust the company, 
and undue delay may bring troubles. There-
fore, even if they would promise a higher 
compensation by instalments, I asked them 
to pay me cash instantly."

The wording of settlement agreements 
is final, but the agreements are usually 
drafted in favour of shipowners’ interests 
aiming to diminish their liability. Nan Chen 
expressed her anger about the settlement 
agreement: "The terms and conditions were 
unfair. They only wrote down things favour-
able to themselves and harmful to us. I was 
so angry that I did not want to sign it at all." 
Fu Zhang explained his feeling of helpless-
ness when he signed the agreement: "I was 
bullied in the agreement. However, if I did 
not sign it, we could not get the compensa-
tion, so I had no choice."

Labour supply companies’ deduction of 
costs from the compensation payable to sea-
farers’ families causes further harm. It has 
become a common practice for labour supply 
companies to deduct the company expendi-
ture incurred in hosting families, including 
transport and accommodation, from the 
amount due for the death compensation. 

Fu Zhang said: "After the deduction of 
the labour supply company, the CNY 800 000 
became CNY 650 000. We did not know the 
breakdown of this deduction. Is it enough to 
raise my brother’s kid? It is impossible to pay 
the education of my nephew and support my 
parents in the future."•

company’s unfair treatment of her family. 
She purchased paper money and burned it in 
front of the company in memory of her hus-
band. The company called the police to stop 
her demonstration. Nan Chen adopted a sit-
down protest at the company’s premises. She 
and her parents wore mourning dress and sat 
down quietly at the labour supply company. 

She said: "We sat there quietly every day. 
No fight, no complaint and no noise. We did not 
disturb their business violently so they could 
not call the police. All seafarers coming to the 
company would know our grievance. This im-
posed heavy pressures on the manager."

According to the accounts of the fam-
ilies, the experience of seeking assistance 
from governments and society to restore 
justice is disappointing and frustrating. The 
difficulties met by Chinese seafarers’ families 
reflect the lack of government oversight of the 
organisational behaviours of shipowners and 
labour supply companies. In contrast, the law 
granted shipowners the right to limit their li-
ability for maritime claims. As a consequence, 
the imbalance of power between shipowners 
and surviving families has been exacerbated. 

Settling compensation claims 

Making compensation payments through in-
stalments is another way to reduce financial 
pressures for companies, as Qing Wu said: 

"The total compensation for my aunt was 
CNY 600 000 and the first instalment of CNY 
150 000 was paid instantly. Now two years 
have passed, yet the compensation has not 
been paid completely."
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A kaleidoscope of work
Forty-four testimonials covering so many dif-
ferent situations. Aicha is a teacher in a youth 
centre; Bruno is doing research in neurosci-
ence; Vanessa, now unemployed, worked as a 
quality controller for more than fifteen years 
in a brake factory before it was closed down 
by its German management; Nathan is now 
a social worker at a radio station after start-
ing work there as a doorkeeper/caretaker. 
The whole palette of life at work today is to 
be found in this book by Nicolas Latteur, in 
so many different hues: the pleasure gained 
from one’s work, the bonds of solidarity, the 
recognition, the overcoming of a loss of con-
fidence, or, on the other hand, contempt, rac-
ism, sexism, diseases and accidents. Without 
forgetting the innumerable forms of struggle, 
those many levels of resistance and dignity 
pervading our daily work help make it more 
human, giving it a dimension other than that 
desired by the bosses. 

With this summary limited to just one 
page, I am having to make hard choices on 
which cases to mention. What about Elsa? 
After suffering harassment, she turned to 
union work. Her engagement links feminism 
with working class consciousness. "Why can’t 
women be delegates as well, thereby changing 
the game." This is exactly what has happened, 
and she is now seeing changes: "I can’t bear 
to hear a man speaking badly to a woman. So 
I’ll put him in his place, saying to him: First, 
you speak to her properly, she’s not an ob-
ject; and second you apologise. We used to 
have to intervene a lot like that. But now our 
strength lies in being delegates, and all of a 
sudden they pay attention."

A lift maintenance worker, Ernesto 
knows all about work-related risks: a work-
ing environment full of dust, draughts, tight 
working spaces, the permanent gap between 
book procedures and work reality which 
engenders stress. He is observing compa-
ny pressure for changes in the occupational 
identity of lift maintenance workers. While 
the latter want to put their expert know-how 

at the service of lift users and their safety, 
management wants to turn them into sales-
men, selling new installations or mainte-
nance contracts, a number of which are noth-
ing more than customer rip-offs. Concluding 
his testimonial, he says that he won’t be able 
to do this work after the age of 55. "When peo-
ple start working here, they’re quite slender. 
You see them going to the gym and building 
up their muscles. But it’s very hard working 
alone, constantly in damp places, in unfin-
ished buildings. In the field of maintenance 
and repair work, technicians find it very hard 
to keep on going until retirement due to the 
pressure of getting a job done in the allotted 
time, and the ever-increasing workload due to 
extended customer rounds. As people leaving 
the company are not replaced, their customer 
rounds are split between several workers."

Nicolas Latteur explains the political 
thrust of his project as a collective and dem-
ocratic repossession of work. Work constant-
ly involves weighing up policies, he tells us, 
whether we’re talking about the fight against 
occupational cancers, collective restructur-
ing measures or the use of night work. None 
of this is unavoidable. We do have choices. 
Though the narrative itself cannot ensure the 
right conditions for democracy, it is the pre-
condition for any self-organisation.

We can thus read this book in differ-
ent tenses. For instance, that of listening to 
testimonials focused on concrete activities, 
exploring the many facets of a work which 
has nothing to do with that portrayed in an-
nual company reports. While each of these 
testimonials, condensed into a 7-8 page text, 
stands alone, together they give rise to a more 
overarching reflection, drawing a dynamic 
picture – just as successive frames create a 
film. This reflection feeds on the conclusions 
presented by the author – very justifiably – 
in a separate section. Such distance is valu-
able, as it does not a priori detract from the 
force of the testimonials. It is not a "lesson" 
illustrated by examples. Its purpose is to open 

the debate and to be open to debate. It ques-
tions the power balance between the experts 
(whether scientists or policymakers) and the 
world of work. The book is rounded off by 
brief afterword by Sophie Béroud (Lumière 
University Lyon 2), positioning the book in 
the context of sociology and political reflec-
tion on unionism.

The book’s quality lies in the multiple 
intelligences deployed by the author. As a 
sociologist and union trainer, he puts across 
abstract notions on exploitation and dom-
ination using direct and simple language. 
His investigation is like a work of revelation, 
visualising the collective intelligence of the 
world of work, making everyday working life 
the starting point and finish of politics. The 
verbatim accounts of working conditions pro-
vide a pleasure similar to listening to some-
one tell their story. Yet this immediate per-
ception is backed up by structuring questions 
which rest as much on an ability to analyse as 
on a commitment to fight. It is exactly these 
questions which allow us to incorporate each 
of these unique stories from today’s world of 
work into an overarching emancipation pro-
ject putting work back into its rightful place 
at the heart of the balance of power. 

— Laurent Vogel

Travailler aujourd’hui. 
Ce que révèle la parole 
des salariés
Nicolas Latteur, 
Cuesmes, éditions du 
Cerisier, 2017

From the same author:
Le travail, une question 
politique
Brussels, éditions Aden, 
2013
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A worker’s survival kit: dope!
At the dawn of capitalism on the American 
continent, the Spanish crown adopted laws 
with an ambivalent attitude towards coca, 
a drug in use for thousands of years among 
the native population. All use associated 
with religious cults was banned and severely 
persecuted by the Inquisition, while the con-
sumption of coca – also used as a means of 
payment – was made mandatory for the Poto-
si silver miners, as it was thought this would 
get them to work faster through reducing the 
feeling of fatigue.

Capitalism in its present form – free of 
the religious considerations of King Philip II 
– has nonetheless maintained a profound 
ambivalence towards the use of psychoactive 
substances. This edited volume coordinated 
by Renaud Crespon (sociologist), Dominique 
Lhuilier (professor emeritus from the Con-
servatoire National des Arts et Métiers) and 
Gladys Lutz (ergonomist) explores different 
facets of the use of psychoactive drugs at 
work, looking at an array of both legal and 
illegal substances: alcohol, tobacco, amphet-
amines, cannabis, cocaine, heroin, caffeine, 
medicines and painkillers. 

Coming from various disciplines, the 
contributions provide a critical overview 
questioning current prevention policies. In-
deed, many acts of law, collective agreements 
and prevention programmes are meant to 
combat this usage on the basis of a biomedi-
cal model linked to stigmatising the practices 
of deviant individuals. Screening practices 
are increasing, often in a legal hiatus where 
privacy protection is quickly sacrificed. Their 
usefulness is questionable.

This managerial approach1 is focused 
on addiction or dependency as such, seeking 
to list the vulnerability factors in terms of a 
person’s psychosocial profile. Sometimes, the 
approach will be paternalistic, focusing on 

support and accompaniment. At other times, 
it may be authoritarian, using warnings and 
sanctions. 

In her contribution, Quebec sociologist 
Marie-France Maranda shows that we need 
to refocus the debate, looking at the situation 
from another angle. First and foremost, we 
need to question the way work is organised, 
analysing individual defensive strategies in 
the face of management pressure to increase 
productivity. In her view, parallels exist be-
tween doping in sports and doping at work, 
mirroring "this culture of the high-perfor-
mance individual in a production-driven so-
ciety". 

Several researchers and a unionist, Éric 
Beynel, are proposing alternatives centred on 
transforming collective working conditions. 
Éric Beynel highlights the importance of psy-
chosocial risks, treating addiction as a work 
risk stemming from many different factors, 
as may be the case with cancer or a burn-out. 
In doing so, he stresses the difficulties the 
workers concerned have in speaking about 
their problem with union teams. 

Sociologist Fabien Brugière presents a 
concrete case study on cannabis consumption 
among airport service workers. Analysing 
many different facets, this study shows that 
cannabis is sometimes used as an individual 
way of protecting oneself against hardship at 
work, linked for instance to fear of accidents 
or the boredom of monotonous work.

In the book’s conclusions, Dominique 
Lhuilier puts it succinctly, stating that: "What 
we are seeing is a radicalisation of ignorance 
– to be understood as a lack of knowledge 
coupled with a head-in-the-sand attitude to-
wards health and work issues, based on the 
growing invisibility of real work. And on an 
individualisation of health issues, mask-
ing the pathogenic nature of certain work 

situations and favouring causal explanations 
by individual causalities. This in turn leads 
to a tendency to reduce the question of the 
usage of psychoactive substances to one of 
vulnerable workers / workers with a certain 
predisposition who have become 'hooked' on 
one or many substances and need treatment 
to protect both their health and the safety of 
human and technical systems."

While undeniably of great interest, this 
book also has one shortcoming: the historical 
dimension (apart from a few succinct para-
graphs at the beginning) is missing. It would 
have been useful to show how the issue of 
alcoholism was at the centre of debates and 
forms of worker organisation in the 19th and 
first half of the 20th century, in particular in 
Northern European countries. Similarly, the 
spread of assembly-line work was accompa-
nied in a number of countries by a sometimes 
massive use by company medical depart-
ments of painkillers or psychoactive drugs to 
"adapt" workers to their working conditions. 
For example, workers in the watch-making 
industry in the Jura were given Saridon, a 
medicine extremely toxic for the kidneys.

— Laurent Vogel

Se doper pour travailler 
Renaud Crespin, Dominique 
Lhuilier, Gladys Lutz, 
Toulouse, éditions ERES, 
2017

1. Fabienne Scandella’s 
article on page 6 shows 
that these individual 
approaches are not limited 
to the field of addiction. 
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