
Covid: should we 
move on without 
heeding the lessons?

actual working conditions and be more than 
just a litany of general public health rules, 
representative bodies must have adequate 
resources and be able to exercise control over 
working conditions. The link between the 
right to leave the premises in the event of se-
rious and imminent danger and the existence 
of collective representation plays a vital role, 
creating the balance of power that is needed 
for better injury and disease prevention.

During the Covid-19 crisis, many debates 
focused on the absence of democracy in the 
workplace.3 Some have extended this issue 
to include the general operation of compa-
nies, particularly as regards decision-mak-
ing about what they produce and how their 
work process is organised. It may be sur-
mised that the number of people who have 
not returned to work in many sectors, such 
as hospitals, hospitality and teaching, re-
flects a perception of the low quality of their 
jobs – all the more reason to put workplace 
democracy at the heart of political debates.

Lastly, it has become evident that while 
European rules on the protection of workers 
against biological agents set out sound gen-
eral principles, they are not fit for purpose 
in a pandemic situation. Those rules were 
conceived on the basis of activities in which 
a known biological risk is inherent to a par-
ticular type of work – healthcare, animal 
husbandry, laboratory research, etc. There 
is a need for permanently applicable rules 
governing air quality. Also essential are pre-
paredness plans integrated into a planned 
prevention process based on risk assessment 
and worker participation. Finally, there is a 
need to ensure that the European system for 
classifying biological agents by the level of 
danger they pose meets the legislative crite-
ria of the applicable directive and is made far 
more responsive than hitherto.4

it easier for them to be employed but have 
not regularised their situation.

In other forms of insecure employment 
as well, part of the labour force is denied 
access to effective disease prevention. This 
has been observed in the case of seasonal 
agricultural workers with temporary res-
idence permits. It is largely the case for 
platform workers, even though in a limited 
number of countries (particularly France 
and Spain) a judicial strategy has been used 
to redefine their status as employees or (as 
in the United Kingdom) to extend the scope 
of occupational health and safety rules.

Another example is that of domestic 
workers, who are excluded from the scope 
of European occupational health and safety 
legislation. Some countries, such as Belgium, 
continue to disregard them in the relevant 
national legislation. In Germany, the use of 
insecure employment to cut costs in slaugh-
terhouses became a health hazard when, 
during the acute stage of the pandemic, these 
places were a major source of virus trans-
mission, both within workforces and from 
workers to their friends and families. How-
ever, in one of the rare instances in which the 
practical experience of Covid-19 has been 
translated into an actual reform, a new law 
was adopted to prohibit the use of temporary 
agency workers in slaughterhouses.1 

Part of the labour force is excluded from 
any form of representation in health and 
safety matters. According to a survey con-
ducted by Eurofound, this is the case for one 
of every four workers in Europe.2 In compa-
nies with fewer than 10 employees, only 48% 
of workers have access to any representative 
body to enforce their health and safety rights. 
If prevention plans are to take account of 

In November 2022, the daily death rate 
from Covid-19 in Europe amounted to 
about one fatality per million inhabitants. 
In the world as a whole, about 1 500 people 
are dying of the virus every day, compared 
with 14 000 at the peak of the pandemic in 
January 2021. It should be noted that these 
figures relate only to deaths certified as re-
sulting directly from Covid.

Except in China (at least until the pro-
tests of November 2022), most restrictions 
have been lifted. We are therefore in a sit-
uation of ‘living with the virus’. Very few 
countries have defined sufficiently precise 
rules for preventing the dreadful ravages of 
a pandemic. It is as if the virus were regard-
ed as a closed chapter. We know, however, 
that Covid-19 is not about to disappear and 
that the environmental crisis will bring new 
pandemics.

Living with the virus implies working 
with the virus. In this respect, it is par-
ticularly reckless in terms of occupational 
health and safety to seek to move on with-
out heeding the lessons of the pandemic. 
The crisis has revealed numerous structur-
al flaws in the organisation of disease pre-
vention, and without structural responses 
the same obstacles will lead to the same dis-
asters in the event of new and more danger-
ous waves of Covid-19 or of new pandemics.

Some workers find themselves excluded 
from the scope of prevention rules. This ap-
plies especially to illegal immigrants, who 
have been in the most vulnerable situation 
here in Europe. Throughout the pandemic, 
they have continued working, often per-
forming essential activities with high levels 
of exposure. Apart from a few exceptions, 
such as Portugal, Member States have made 
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1.  Read ‘Change a long time 
coming for subcontracted 
slaughterhouse workers’, 
in HesaMag No. 23, p. 14, 
at https://www.etui.org/
publications/workers-
food-chain.

2.  Working conditions in 
the time of Covid-19: 
Implications for the future, 
Eurofound, 2022.

3.  Information on the ETUC 
More Democracy at Work 
campaign is available at 
https://www.etuc.org/en/
more-democracy-work.

4.  For more information, 
see the special report in 
HesaMag No. 24 entitled 
Workplaces in a pandemic 
at https://www.etui.org/
publications/workplaces-
pandemic.
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