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The Project – General Overview

• Collaborative project between ETUI & VUB

• Aim: unmask the effects of COVID-19 on OSH.

• Methodology: data mining through a mix of sources from media outlets, academic 

articles, government reports, data from national statistical offices and trade union reports. 

• Main findings:

• Sharp divide between those that have continued to earn an income by working 

remotely and those whose jobs don’t allow for telework. 

• Work is a crucial vector for contamination. 

• Workers in precarious, a-typical, and low paid jobs, and with low bargaining 

coverage were affected the most by the effects of COVID-19. 



Multiple dimensions to COVID-19

• Not only about exposure to the disease, multiple factors 

determine who is more exposed and has more severe outcomes

• People without stability 

• People denied access to fundamental rights 

• People without power

• Working conditions, employment conditions and sociological 

conditions are just as important 

• Low income groups

• Migrants

• Ethnic groups

• Women



The intersections 

• Low & insecure/unstable income groups 

• Lack of adequate/paid sick leave, cannot afford to self-isolate 

• Work in sectors where health measures are not enforced 

• Employed through subcontracting, zero-hour contracts, illegally

- Lack of health security 

- Afraid to report working conditions 

• Migrant workers

• Very low income 

• Housing tied to employers: very poor conditions 

• Threat of deportation

• No access to relevant information



The intersections 

• Women

• Lower mortality rates but higher exposure

• 70% of workers in the care sector are women

• Increased care burden due to lockdown 

• Domestic violence - ”Shadow Pandemic”  

• Intersections of these factors determine COVID-19 outcomes 

• Sectors with high instances of cases tick a number of these boxes

Agriculture
Nurses and 
elderly care 

Transport 
and 

delivery

Factory 
workers 

Food 
industry

Waste and 
sanitation 
workers



Example 1 – Polish Mines

• Until the end of May,  Poland seemed to have avoided the high levels of confirmed COVID-19 cases.

• On 8th June, however, government announced the closure of 12 coal mines in Silesia region. 

• In just over two weeks, the country reported 5628 coal miners positive to COVID-19 that made up a little more 
than half of the positive cases in Silesia.

• Propagation of the virus to the wider community.  

• Physical distancing measures are practically impossible, especially in changing rooms and in shafts. The 
humidity, poor air ventilation and high temperatures may augment the propagation of COVID-19. 



Example 2 – British Sweatshops

• Sharp rise in COVID-19 confirmed cases in the garment district in Leicester (first city in the UK to face a 

second lockdown).

• Spike has been associated with the city’s underground textile industry. 

• Several studies showed that in such sector sub-standard working conditions are the norm (hourly wage 

sometimes as low as £3.50/h).

• Workers were predominantly female and from Indian, Pakistani and Bangladeshi migrant communities or coming 

from Eastern Europe.

• Sick employees were required to keep sewing despite of outbreaks in several sweatshops. 

• Boohoo Group Ltd, that dominated the local industry is now under investigation for modern slavery. 



Example 3 – Meat Industry
• Appalling work, employment and housing conditions affecting thousand of meat workers around the globe. 

• Sector has historically relied on migrant & cross border workers who are often subject to unequal treatment 

abusive subcontracting practices. 

• Hotspots in DE - North Rhine-Westphalia ES – hotspots in Binéfar (Huesca) and Rafelbunyol (Valencia); NL –

Vion; BE – Liège; IT – Napoli & Trentino + many others. 

• Why has the sector become a hotbeds for Covid-19? 

• Lack of physical distancing

• Poor housing conditions

• Lack of inspections

• Poor  Ventilation

• Lack of PPE

• Job insecurity and lack of social protection (including the non eligibility for sick pay). 



Example 4 – Beer Industry in Belgium

• On September 3rd workers of the Jupille Brewery in the Liège region have been on strike for the lack of 

sufficient protective measures to protect workers against COVID-19.

• Trigger: two workers reported to the management that they were positive, no measures taken by management.

• Union delegates demanded testing among staff and actual enforcement of rules & regulations. Out of the 180 

tests carried out (for 800 workers in total)

• 10 resulted positive,

• 2 have been hospitalized and in coma. 

• Strike is ongoing.



Recommendations

• Recognize COVID-19 as an occupational disease 

• Exposure due to presence at/commuting to work (key workers)

• Working conditions and exposure 

• Empower workers 

• Places with trade unions had better access to safety measures 

• Involve workers in OSH discussions

• Increase awareness regarding rights 

• Accountability 

• Sector-specific OSH measures: For e.g.

• PPE, Plexiglas barriers, staggered shifts, adequate washing stations

• Information in multiple languages

• Improving housing and transport conditions 

• Reduce processing speeds



Recommendations

• Better job security 

• For all workers, including gig economy workers, self-employed and zero 

hour contract workers  

• Implement paid sick leave and self-isolation options

• Workers without paid sick leave are 1.5 times more likely to go to 

work sick

• Delink residence, healthcare and employment 

• Workers should not fear deportation/detention if sick or if they report 

violations by employers 

• All residents should have access to healthcare, regardless of 

employment status 


