
What does occupational health 
and safety (OSH) have to do with 
climate change? Much more than 
we might think at first sight.1 

The first and most obvious risk to 
workers is rising temperatures, 
which can cause heat stress, heat 
stroke and fatigue, resulting in a 
higher chance of accidents and 
heat-related deaths. But global 
warming can also have many 
indirect effects on human health. 
Air pollution can be intensified 
by higher temperatures, leading 
to various diseases and allergies. 
Higher ambient temperatures 
decrease chemical tolerance, by 
way of promoting absorption 
through the skin. Climate 
change affects levels of UV 
radiation, increasing the risk 
of eye damage, skin cancer and 

disturbed immune function. It 
has also escalated the frequency 
and intensity of extreme weather 
events, leading to greater risk 
exposure in firefighting and clean-
up activities, a higher amount of 
work-related deaths caused by 
lightning strike, and more general 
risks related to the disruption of 
infrastructure – not to mention 
the elevated mental stress caused 
by all of this. Finally, climate 
change can affect the occurrence 
of pathogens, allergens and 
moulds, leading to more 
infectious diseases and allergies. 

Of course, certain categories of 
workers will be more affected 
than others – outdoor workers 
and emergency personnel will be 
particularly vulnerable to these 
forms of increased risk exposure.       

The important question is how 
to give shape to the prevention 
of hazards. Here, we can take 
the hierarchy of prevention 
as the leading principle, even 
though prevention at source will 
often be difficult in the case of 
‘natural phenomena’ like high 
temperatures and extreme weather 
events. Nevertheless, collective 
measures are often possible: for 
example, avoiding the hottest 
hours of the day and providing 
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shade and sufficient drinking 
water. Another important element 
to consider is the agency of the 
workers themselves. For instance, 
it must be possible for workers 
– without any repercussions – 
to take breaks when the heat is 
becoming too much. The risks 
associated with emergency rescues 
and clean-ups are clearly more 
difficult to mitigate, but here too 
policies need to be put in place, 
including proper training and the 
provision of adequate personal 
protective equipment. 

However, it’s not just global 
warming creating new or intensified 
risks for workers when it comes 
to climate change. The ‘green 
transition’ that is taking place is not 
always necessarily a healthy and 
safe one. This transition will lead to 
changes in the industrial landscape, 
with certain industries disappearing 
and new ones appearing. Apart 
from the inevitable job insecurity 
and loss that accompanies this and 
which will cause stress and possibly 
a rise in cardiovascular diseases 
amongst workers, we must be alert 
to the workplace risks inherent 
in emerging industries. Take, for 
example, the renewable energy 
industry, where new technologies 
are being used in the construction, 
maintenance and demolition of 
wind turbines and solar energy 
materials; or the recycling industry, 
where exposure to lead and other 
metals have been reported, as 
well as ergonomic and biological 
hazards.     

The green transition is also 
bringing about changes in existing 
industries which are not risk-free. 
A notable example is the wave of 
renovation being carried out on 
the building stock across Europe 
to improve energy efficiency. An 
eye must be kept on the risks to 
the construction workers who 
will make this ‘renovation wave’ 
happen, particularly regarding 
the removal of asbestos prior to 
insulation. Since the renovation 
wave is a very large-scale 
operation, it will come with a 
new wave of asbestos victims 
unless proper OSH prevention 
measures are taken to protect 
these workers. A second issue is 
that energy-efficient buildings 
(also called ‘tight’ buildings) 
create greater health hazards for 
their inhabitants than naturally 
ventilated buildings. The health 
of office workers is thus a factor 
to take into account when 
constructing energy-efficient 
offices.

As with climate change, none 
of these risks are new, but their 
prevalence and intensity may 
grow along with this industrial 
transformation. There is one 
important recipe to make the 
green transition a healthy one 
for workers: incorporate OSH 
from the start, meaning that OSH 
experts need to be involved in the 
transition process and that the 
necessary OSH parameters must 
be established.     

All this is easier said than done. 
Climate change is upon us, and 
although we have been warned 
for decades, we are only partially 
prepared – this also goes for the 
OSH dimension. More research 
and immediate action are equally 
required. We need a better 
understanding of the various 
hazards to workers’ health and 
of the effectiveness of potential 
measures, both in general as well 
as in specific at-risk sectors and 
professions. The OSH regulatory 
framework should be scrutinised 
with regard to the risks related 
to climate change. In particular, 
the European Commission should 
seriously assess – using the 
available scientific evidence – the 
question of how best to regulate 
the issue of increased ambient 
temperatures in order to protect 
workers. The ETUC is calling for 
adequate regulation at EU level, 
and one first question will be 
whether existing OSH directives 
offer room for the inclusion of 
this issue or whether a specific 
directive will be necessary. 

It is high time for the OSH 
domain to bring some clarity to 
this issue of climate-related risks 
for workers: not only among 
ourselves, but also with a view 
to disseminating the message 
more broadly that the health 
and safety of workers must be 
an important priority both in 
adaptation policies and in the 
green transition agenda. ●
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